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Abstract 
 
 
This thesis is aimed at exposing the implications of founder’s syndrome on the 
organizational development of Phoenix-Speranta. The aforementioned influence is 
revealed through the concept of learning disabilities, creating a link between two 
notions briefly presented as having an interdependence relationship by the academic 
literature.  
 
Using the concept of learning disabilities, we have explored the issue of founderitis in 
depth, emphasizing on the underlying cause of the behavioral patterns and 
mechanisms, and not just highlighting the symptoms. We also came to underline how 
the preservation and reinforcement of founder’s syndrome becomes a collective 
responsibility and not the individual illness to heal in Maria’s case, the founder of 
Phoenix-Speranta.  
 
Recognized as nothing more than an entanglement of learning disabilities, founder’s 
syndrome exceeds an exclusive responsibility. However, a considerable hindrance of 
organizational development stems from the learning disabilities manifested by the 
person holding the highest authority in the organization. 
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1 
Chapter I:  Introduction 
 
 
Have you encountered organizations that grow so dependent on their founders, that you 
would not see them functioning well without? What about cases of organizations that once 
they got off the ground, up and running, will get to blame their founders for all the problems 
because of the founder’s way of leading the organization, dependent on his/her vision and 
personality, which proves counter-productive? 
 
1.1. Founder’s syndrome 
These situational nuances carry a name: founder’s syndrome. While the term might be 
unknown to many, it defines something that can be easily understood and observed in 
practice. Simply stated, in Block and Rosenberg’s opinion, founder’s problem or founder’s 
syndrome (also known under the term founderitis) is defined as follows:  
“Founder’s syndrome consists of the array of influential powers and privileges that are 
either exercised by or attributed to the founder of a nonprofit organization. The word 
syndrome suggests an undesirable or troublesome condition. Behaviors that are 
associated with founder’s syndrome are considered problematic and often associated 
with heavy-handedness. Building consensus and balancing and sharing power are not 
the norm for founder behavior. Instead, founders tend to dominate and control the 
direction of the organization they started.” (Block & Rosenberg, 2002: 354). 
As the definition proposed by Block and Rosenberg goes, founderitis lays its main cause in 
the founder’s behavior. Founders, or entrepreneurs, are passionate people, great at translating 
their visionary ideas into organizational realities. Nobody questions that. At least not when 
there are no evident problems. Ironically stated by Adam Hanft, entrepreneurs are: “great at 
building companies, but only to a certain level” because of the “fashionable” belief that after 
a certain degree of development, the organizations are better handled by “professional 
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managers” (Hanft, 2005: 156). He continues by arguing that problems of lacking flexibility 
and creativity are not affecting entrepreneurs only, but CEO’s as well: “we all have to be 
prepared to fall out of love with the business [..] and alter strategy or direction in an ongoing 
drive to create something new and better” (idem). 
It is not inappropriate to believe that founders deserve a proper recognition for demonstrating 
a remarkable capacity to transpose visionary concepts into reality. At the same time reaching 
the point in which one believes one knows best, ignoring constructive feedback can easily 
bring problems and criticism. Not surprisingly, it is easier for others to observe the issues 
than it is for the concerned ones, and it is usually happening with the staff and/or the Board of 
the organization starting to demonstrate obvious symptoms of the problem. 
In Leona English’s perspective, “founders are not always aware of the implications of their 
choices and working style”. This lack of a critical approach can eventually lead to stagnation, 
inefficiency and “exclusionary practices.” (English L. & Peters N., 2011: 167). However, this 
is not a general observation as there are leaders capable of reflecting on themselves and the 
overall situation, without reaching the no-return crisis point. With a high tendency for 
personal and professional optimization, those people could be regarded not only as explorers 
but also as change managers. Nevertheless, in this type of situations, things rarely get to 
escalade towards general organizational issues since they are faced with mindfulness and 
maturity whenever they appear (Northouse, 2010: 353).  
In his writings, "Passages: Changing Organizations and Boards" (1984), Matthieson outlines 
the first phase of nonprofit development as holding an intense focus on mission definition 
and having an informal organizational structure, when strong and passionate personality of 
the founder can attract and motivate people into action. He further underlines that it is just a 
phase. However, once this stage of rough times is over, “the decision-making needs of the 
organization must be redefined into more appropriate ones” (Matthieson, 1984: 35). 
In addition, describing what he calls founder’s syndrome, Carter McNamara wrote that well-
planned and well-managed organizational evolution requires a change in the nature of the 
founder’s leadership style “from highly reactive and individualistic to more proactive and 
consensus-oriented” (McNamara, 1998: 38). Many founders are not capable to make this 
transition and as a result, the organization continues to be managed according to the 
personality of the founder to the expense of a healthy organizational learning environment. 
 
Gabriel Florian, Marica - Student Id: 53428                         Adnana Oana, Cucu - Student Id: 53010 
 
3 
Plastically illustrated in Greco’s expression “hitting the wall”, she describes founderitis as the 
“moment when old tactics suddenly stop working; when the founder can’t lug the company to 
its next level; or when the problems and frustrations and burdens of leadership suddenly feel 
too heavy to carry even for one more day. Sometimes the wall occurs when the founder 
simply runs out of gas.” (Greco, 1998 in Stevens, 2003: 19) 
It is our assumption that each case of an organization driven by a founder has its own 
particularities, and a leader who suffers from founderitis manifests in specific ways according 
to his/ her own personality and context. Nevertheless, it is not difficult to try and portray the 
concept of founderitis by its most common characteristics. 
The way founderitis is generally pictured is through a leader who faces difficulties in sharing 
authority and to some extent even refuses to delegate tasks, while seeking and accepting little 
input coming from others in decision making processes. While giving little importance to 
planning and administrative policies, the founder is also “reluctant to relinquish strategies 
and procedures that worked in the past, although circumstances may dictate new 
approaches” (Kleibrink, 2004: 2). Not least important, the leader “sees all  challenges as 
hostile, and drives away staff and board members perceived as disloyal” (idem). 
“While not completely inevitable, founder's syndrome is in many cases the natural outgrowth 
of organizational growing pains”, in Deborah Linnell’s perspective. However, “founder’s 
syndrome is no one’s fault – no founder sets out to damage his or her organization.” (Linnell, 
2004: 2). Therefore, what is characterized as falling within the definition of founderitis has its 
problematic roots in the poor ability to reflect on oneself and regulate one’s behavior, and not 
in a malicious character. 
Providing that no founder wants to jeopardize the future of his/her own organization, then the 
issue may consist in antagonistic personality traits, incongruence between beliefs and 
behavior, or a new, divergent reality compared to “the original organization that the founder 
wishes to preserve” (Lewis, 2002 in Huff & Pleskac, 2012: 2).  
The founder’s syndrome seems to hold many dissonance mechanisms and in our assumption, 
the failure to regulate these dissonances at a personal or collective, organizational level, leads 
to the development of an inability to adapt and learn. However, even though from its practical 
implications founder’s syndrome consists of a problem for the organization, Rubenson & 
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Gupta argue that it can easily not be perceived as such by the founder and the stakeholders 
unless a strong organizational disruption occurs: 
"Founder's Syndrome may be present without causing a problem; it typically does not 
cause a problem unless the Founder is challenged. […] As long as the organization 
continues without challenge, there will be no conflict. It is only when a Founder is 
directly confronted with the need to change that conflict may arise. If a Founder is able 
to impede the progress toward organizational change, that change does not occur 
despite a need to do so” (Rubenson & Gupta, 1996 in Huff & Pleskac, 2012: 2) 
Having a positive approach, Hanft writes: 
“The notion that entrepreneurs outlive their usefulness is both stunningly wrong-
headed and potentially dangerous-especially now. It's universally acknowledged that 
today's business environment is faster-moving and more unpredictable than ever. 
And those are precisely the conditions that cry out for more, not less, of the founder's 
restless spirit. Indeed, the very skills and qualities that gave rise to a business at the 
outset are what's needed when companies find themselves in a constant state of re-
creation. No business, however "mature", needs mere tending. But all businesses 
require sparking. Entrepreneurship needs to be a chronic condition.” (Hanft, 2005: 
156). 
The peculiarity of such observations is driving our interest in pursuing the subject in its subtle 
aspects, as it will be presented further.  
 
1.2. Motivation 
We can specify three main reasons that sparked our interest into this subject. Firstly, we 
started noticing dysfunctional patterns of organizational behavior in leaders of organizations 
that we got to know personally. Both of us being passionate about management and 
leadership, we sensed a sort of dissonance in these organizations between the leaders who 
affirm a culture with a flat hierarchy, openness to learning and allowing employee influence 
(something with a potential for transformational leadership) and the actual state of being of 
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the organization. These observations made us curious to want to understand the phenomenon 
in more depth. 
Secondly, from our research on the topic of founderitis, most of the available literature seems 
to fall into the category of newspaper/blog articles1,2 that tend to be prescriptive and 
generalizing advice that appealing to as a broader audience as possible. At a first read, they 
give the impression of easiness in comprehension and implementation, but they can as easily 
make a manager/leader puzzled when, in trying to apply some of the steps he/she faces 
unforeseen obstacles. The reason is that they do not discuss what particular behavior, 
characteristics, actions of the leader lead to this syndrome, what factors of resistance can 
come into play when trying to change and how can they be overcome. There is academic 
literature that touch individually issues related to founder’s syndrome (such as empowerment 
and control, passionate leaders, leadership transitions etc.), but there is very little that treats 
the phenomena in its complexity as a whole, based on empirical evidence (Block & 
Rosenberg, 2002: 353; Block, 2004: 135). 
Thirdly, as students in social entrepreneurship in management, we see in ourselves if not an 
evident intention, at least a potential to become entrepreneurs. In fact, Gabriel has had the 
experience of running his own start-up for two years and recognizes retrospectively in his 
behavior symptoms of founderitis. Important to mention is the fact that in Gabriel’s case, 
only in retrospect thinking has his leadership style and behavior been labeled as not 
empowering and little oriented towards growth and development. Being reluctant to 
suggestions that could prove creative and supportive, things have gotten to an undesirable 
pressure that led to his decision to give up the company.  
Therefore, now knowing about this issue, we want to make sure that we do not end up (again) 
in a founder’s syndrome ourselves, and thus want to learn about what drives the development 
of such a syndrome to manifest in the day to day reality and prevents the founder to take 
notice of his/her destructive behavior and improve. 
While we acknowledge that founder’s problem exists because of certain traits of the leader 
that cannot be only beneficial, but necessary in an organization when they are harmoniously 
                                                
1http://www.susankennystevens.com/call-taken-heart-entrepreneurial-behavior-nonprofit-founders 
2http://www.forbes.com/sites/johngreathouse/2014/04/21/do-you-have-founderitis-in-denial-check-out-these-7-
symptoms/ 
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manifested, we are also aware that we present an inherent assumption that founderitis is 
rather an undesirable organizational illness and it is something that needs to be “cured”. This 
is because we believe, in line with the thought of Block (2004: 4) that being humbly open to 
learn and change is a requirement for successful leaders. 
 
1.3. Contextualizing founder’s syndrome 
As discussed above, there are many symptoms associated with this syndrome and depending 
on the personalities of the founders and the context, the symptoms tend to be manifested 
more strongly or noticeably in some cases than in others. What is generally perceived as the 
main problem is the fact that the entrepreneur reaches a point when he/she takes too much 
ownership in its organization and its success, so that it faces difficulties in letting “the baby” 
walk on its own. Block (2004: 137) problematizes this in short: “In some situations, founder 
behavior is annoying but tolerable; in other situations, founder behavior disrupts the 
organization’s ability to function.” Let us take two examples to portray this better. 
For instance, the example of Apple Inc. - one of the world’s leading brands3, with Steve Jobs 
as the co-founder - proves how the rigidity in accepting other’s viewpoint can easily bring 
tensions in the organization. In 1985, Apple’s Board demoted Steve Jobs from the position of 
CEO, due to a strong disagreement in the way he envisioned the path of the recently launched 
Macintosh and Apple as a whole. Because Steve tenaciously hold his way of seeing things 
while others disagreed, the Board decided to take away his operating role from the Macintosh 
division. Left without the power of control, Steve decided to resign. (Hanft, 2005: 156) 
In a totally opposite perspective, but reflecting the same underlying issue, is the case with 
organizations relying mostly on employee’s initiative to seek out creative opportunities in 
accomplishing the organizational goal. It can be regarded as an attempt of the leader to solve 
the problem of rigid authoritative leadership style, much as that of Steve Jobs, but ending up 
in falling into the opposite extreme. It is based on flexibility and openness to innovation, but 
without a proper form of guidance and alignment with the organization’s mission, things can 
go wrong. The case of Kidder, Peabody & Company losing $350 million when “a trader 
allegedly booked fictitious profits” becomes an illustrative example of how human creativity 
                                                
3 http://www.forbes.com/powerful-brands/list/3/#tab:rank 
 
Gabriel Florian, Marica - Student Id: 53428                         Adnana Oana, Cucu - Student Id: 53010 
 
7 
gets to avail the freedom of action through selfish and illegal means, a freedom provided by 
the management in a positive attempt to infuse the organization with a boost of 
empowerment. (Markham, 2002: 343). 
Another issue regarding founderitis can come in the unexpected case that the leader has to 
step out of the leading chair, when the remaining employees and the replacing leader can find 
themselves unable to live up to the vision of the founder and unable to maintain the internal 
structure that kept the organization successful. This was once again the case after Steve Job’s 
retreats from Apple Inc. between 1985-19974.  
For these reasons and many others related to these, the organization can ultimately find itself 
on the verge of a slow collapse.    
What the stories behind the cases of Apple and Kidder, Peabody & Company come to 
highlight is that founderitis is a challenging internal organizational problem and that 
essentially, any organization can be predisposed to experience it, regardless of whether it is 
commercially or non-profit oriented. What we inquire in these cases is how come founderitis 
got to affect the stability and development of the organization that far? How come the issue 
was not detected and resolved earlier, to prevent the organization to have to go through such 
turbulence? 
Before going further with these questions, we want to present more extensively another 
example, which we have decided to take as a case study for our thesis. 
 
1.4. Phoenix-Speranta Foundation 
Another case that relates to founderitis and caught our attention due to an unsuccessful 
management transition is the one of Phoenix-Speranta5, a 13-year-old non-profit organization 
in Romania. This organization is a center that offers services of occupational therapy and 
work integration for people with mental or physical disabilities. It runs as a social enterprise, 
because it also finances itself to some degree through the selling of different product lines 
                                                
4 http://www.wired.com/2011/08/the-end-of-inno/ 
5 http://www.phoenix-speranta.ro/ 
 
Gabriel Florian, Marica - Student Id: 53428                         Adnana Oana, Cucu - Student Id: 53010 
 
8 
that the beneficiaries make together with their instructors, all the profits being reinvested in 
the mission. 
What we found interesting about Phoenix-Speranta is the case of its leader, Maria Stanescu. 
Motivated by her personal life experience with a son having a severe handicap, Maria 
founded Phoenix-Speranta Foundation in 2002 demonstrating a strong empathy towards 
people with disabilities and a great passion to help in improving their lives into a national and 
social context that fails to do so. She formed the organization on principles of empathy, 
teamwork, openness to learning and empowerment, values that she brought with her from the 
many visits to the Dutch group of advisors that helped in starting-up the social enterprise. 
The observer portrayed her as follows: “she has a great heart and a strong sense of empathy: 
she quickly attaches emotionally to people in need, wanting to help them; she is quite a 
righteous visionary, good at storytelling and narratives, able to inspire others to follow and 
support her in her vision.” (Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 95) or “she often uses lyric 
metaphors in her speech. This is a particularity of Maria that was confirmed by someone else 
later on: that she is rather a poetic, sensitive person, good at storytelling, and not so 
confident with finance” (Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 90). 
Because she reached her age of retirement, she decided to continue running Phoenix-Speranta 
and use this time to prepare the younger generations to take the lead. In 2013, Maria had an 
attempt to leave a younger employee, Diana, in the managing chair and the situation occurred 
in such a way that after a year, the managing team asked Maria to come back and “repair” the 
damages (Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 100). Maria acknowledged that she did the shift too 
rapidly, in the rush of some incidents that occurred at that time. While she reflected a lot 
about what happened in trying to understand what went wrong, she now tries to improve the 
transition to the new leader. 
At a first glance, the issue sounds rather simple: Diana, a recent graduate and the newest 
employee in the organization was lacking any experience and training regarding leadership 
and management. Maria’s conclusion stated retrospectively: prior to designating a 
replacement for the leader position, a period of training is necessary for the successor to be 
introduced to different organizational contexts and challenges in order to acquire the 
demanded skills and learn that power comes with responsibilities. (Appendix 1 - Field notes, 
page 98). 
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However, being immersed into the organizational environment at Phoenix-Speranta for the 
two days research trip and getting to “sense” it from proximity, we believe that Maria’s 
conclusion of the problem is, metaphorically speaking, just “the tip of the iceberg”. What we 
have noticed is small contradictions between what is verbally stated and the actual state of 
facts. For instance the employees being invited to have an influence in the decision making 
processes (empowerment), and the fact that even after delegating authority, all decisions 
needed to pass through Maria for approval (control). Another discrepancy consists in 
empowering Diana to take the lead of the organization while Maria still keeping contact and 
influencing the management team, even when having another job. To a certain extent Maria’s 
attitude is justified by her strong interest and passion for the benefit of the organization. 
However, considering the clash between intention and behavior, no wonder that mixed 
messages bring confusion and create frustration. Observing these challenges related to 
empowerment and control made us believe the real problem is hidden in the cues of everyday 
organizational life, and they relate to founder’s syndrome. 
 
1.5. Problem area 
Let us now go back to the questions posed before, namely, how come founderitis got 
undetected or unresolved for such a long time, that the organization had to experience an 
important “shock” before people move towards finding a solution. When trying to solve 
founderitis, two problems arise. For a first, awareness over the issue is the first needed step to 
be able to act any conscious change; secondly, it is difficult to see what should actually be 
changed in practice. It sounds easy for a manager to say “I will give more freedom to my 
employees” or “I will try to control less”, but when the concrete behaviors that reinforce the 
problem are missed from hindsight, the founder risks applying a solution to the symptom, and 
not to the root causes of his founder’s syndrome behavior. Senge (2006: 60) portrays the risk 
coming thereof: “A typical solution feels wonderful, when it first cures the symptoms. Now 
there's improvement; or maybe the problem has gone away. It may be two, three, or four 
years before the problem returns, or some new, worse problem arrives.” We have seen this in 
the examples presented above. 
Senge further ads: “We all find comfort applying familiar solutions to problems sticking to 
what we know best. [...] After all, if the solution were easy to see or obvious to everyone, it 
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probably would already have been found. Pushing harder and harder on familiar solutions, 
while fundamental problems persist or worsen, is a reliable indicator of non systemic 
thinking - what we often call the ‘what we need here is a big hammer’ syndrome.” (Senge, 
2006: 61) 
Therefore, taking Senge’s perspective into account, if the solution for founderitis would have 
been obvious to the founder, he/she would have resolved it already. Nevertheless, the fact 
that their behavior can persist unnoticed by them for years or even decades, leads us to think 
that their solutions do not treat the cause, but on the contrary, maintain a chain of 
interdependent and counter-productive actions that reinforce their founderitis behavior.  
Referring to two leaders suffering from founderitis that he observed, Block noted: “To the 
observer, their behaviors appeared irrational. From their own perspectives, however, Jill 
and Justin [the founders] may admit that their reactions were severe but within the scope of 
what they would consider normal and justifiable (founder) behavior.” (Block, 2004: 145) 
This points to the fact that a founder in founder’s syndrome situation is often unconscious 
that his/her behavior is noxious to the organization. Our observations at Phoenix-Speranta 
culminate with recognizing the same issue: a difficulty in balancing the empowerment that 
Maria strives for her employees, with her supposedly unconscious need to control her 
organization as a whole. 
Missing to see how this happens, we conclude that some important personal or organizational 
learning is missed along the way due to some undetected obstacles in learning from past 
mistakes. In his book, The fifth discipline: The art and practice of the learning organization, 
Senge refers to these as “learning disabilities” (Senge, 2006: 18). While these learning 
disabilities remain undetected, the problems risk to surmount and “disrupt the organization’s 
ability to function”, like Block (2004: 137) argued.  
For this reason, we are intrigued to inquire more deeply into the mechanisms and patterns of 
behavior linked with founder’s syndrome, including the counterbalance between 
empowerment and control, because as Laplante (2004: 80) argues, “patterns explicitly 
capture expert knowledge and make this expertise more widely available”. This will help us 
to understand how they lead to learning disabilities and actions of the founder and the 
followers that reinforce the syndrome and further influence organizational development. 
Pursuing this interest requires us to put an organization under the magnifying glass and study 
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the leader-follower relations from proximity. Taking Phoenix-Speranta as a case study will 
then aid us in this process. 
The reason we have found it necessary to approach founder’s syndrome from such a 
perspective is, as mentioned under Section 1.2. – Motivation (page 4), because we have seen 
it lacking in the current literature on the topic. The usefulness of this comes in that once the 
working mechanisms of such a dysfunctional behavior are uncovered and learning disabilities 
are exposed, one can willingly and consciously pursue action that can turn the learning 
disabilities into actual abilities that cure the syndrome and strengthen organizational 
effectiveness. Endly, our research can expand the existing knowledge on the subject and 
perhaps even broaden its scope by adding the in depth knowledge of how the behaviors 
connected to founderitis form and impede organizational development. 
To reflect our interest and guide our efforts in understanding the problem at Phoenix-
Speranta, we propose the following problem formulation: 
How does founder’s syndrome in Phoenix-Speranta, analyzed through the 
concept of learning disabilities, hinder the development of the organization? 
Senge (2006: 10) argues that most organizations learn poorly because people hold some 
patterns of interactions which, “if unrecognized, they undermine learning.” We believe this is 
also the case in founderitis, and it is for this reason we want to investigate the learning 
disabilities as Phoenix-Speranta, to understand the harmful mechanisms that make the 
founder’s syndrome a problem not just to the founder and the followers, but also to the very 
development of the organization. 
 
1.6. Thesis outline 
Chapter 2 will provide the theoretical foundation on which the analysis of founderitis and its 
learning disabilities will be conducted. Here, we draw on Leadership theory, which will 
provide a means to study how the leader-follower relations influence founderitis. Moreover, 
Senge’s learning disabilities model (2006) is presented, which we have decided to take as the 
main analytical tool. This section will also account for the seven learning disabilities 
proposed by Senge, found to be encompassing enough to capture the issues around the 
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subject of founderitis. Two behavioral theories (Cognitive Learning Theory and Cognitive 
Dissonance Theory) will further be presented, as they aid us in capturing a better 
understanding over the behaviors related to founderitis that are detrimental to Phoenix-
Speranta. At the end of this chapter, the notion of sensemaking will be shortly introduced as 
our analytical method. 
In addition, Chapter 3 will present our qualitative research methods and other methodological 
considerations. In Chapter 4 we conduct the analysis on the chosen study case and try to 
uncover the learning disabilities at Phoenix-Speranta based on our observations and events 
recollected by the team members. These learning disabilities will be seen in the light of 
founderitis. Chapter 5 provides a Discussion that continues the findings from the analysis to 
make more evident the relation between Phoenix-Speranta’s learning disabilities and 
founderitis, as well as looking at the practical implications they have on the organizational 
development. Chapter 6 comes to conclude our findings and lastly, Chapter 7 proposes a 
different perspective on our research.  
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Chapter II:  Theory 
 
 
While we have decided that Senge’s Seven Learning Disabilities Model provides a good 
framework to understand in depth the counter-productive mechanisms in founder’s 
syndrome, we have also acknowledged that the model does not provide, from our point of 
view, sufficient theoretical breadth to respond to our problem formulation. For this reason, 
we have chosen to complement Senge’s model with the following compatible theories: 
Leadership Theories, Social Learning Theory and Cognitive Dissonance Theory, coupled 
with Karl Weick’s Sensemaking. 
How is founder’s syndrome related to leadership, learning and sensemaking? 
To start with, John F. Kennedy thought: “Leadership and learning are indispensable to each 
other."6 It is through learning that we recreate ourselves into our best potential (Senge, 2006: 
4). In the case of founderitis, the leaders seem to not be able to exit the inefficient patterns of 
leadership behavior that hinder organizational development due to dysfunctions in the way 
the make sense and learn from the problems they create with their own behavior. What we 
lack in answering our problem formulation is the “how” and “why”: how does this vicious 
syndrome form, why do they remain captive in it and how is this affecting the development 
of the organization they founded? 
To relieve from this complexity, psychology has done a tremendous work in understanding 
how learning occurs by studying human (cognitive) behavior and observing patterns, 
deconstructing mechanisms, making causal links and categorizing results by proposing Social 
Learning Theory and Cognitive Dissonance Theory. We found these to be exactly the 
missing link we needed in order to understand founderitis in its complexities.  
Since we will be using these theories in our analysis, we will shortly present them in the 
following. 
                                                
6 Quote from the speech prepared for J.F.Kennedy to be held in Dallas, on November 22, 1963, the day of his 
assassination.  
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2.1. Leadership Theory 
A founder’s ability to inspire and attract people to sustain him/ her in implementing 
innovative ideas is sometimes remarkable. However, it is the usefulness of these skills into 
proving an efficient leadership through either a choice of rigidness or flexibility towards 
adaptation and development that makes a difference. Therefore, we find it essential to touch 
the subject of leadership in revealing the mechanisms of founder’s syndrome, especially since 
not all the founders have the necessary educational background or practical training as 
leaders or managers. 
As presented into the Introduction chapter, founderitis is closely related to the founder’s poor 
capacity to learn and develop at the same pace with the organization’s evolution. Therefore, 
leadership is an intriguing aspect of the problem itself and in our apprehension, appropriate 
for this research paper are contemporary leadership theories (transformational leadership 
included) that promote the attitude and characteristics that inspire the desire for collective 
sensemaking and learning.  
Leadership is a concept as old as human civilization (Winston & Patterson 2006: 6) and 
although there are a multitude of definitions and a continuous debate on the subject, the 
approach seems to vary according to the situational context, purpose and more subtle, 
ontological perspective. However complex the concept of leadership can get, we chose 
Northouse’s (2012) definition because of its simplicity in demonstrating its inherent function, 
while holding malleability to incorporate characteristics as being a process, involving 
influence and attention to common goals. 
“Leadership is a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to 
achieve a common goal.” (Northouse, 2012: 5). 
Contemporary theories are chosen because of their attempt to “reframe the term [concept of 
leadership] with a greater focus on moral discourse and social purpose, shifting away from 
previous theory that favored management, production, and authority” (Komives & Dugan, 
2011: 111). In Komives and Dugan’s perspective, early apprehension of leadership is defined 
by “a fragmented and hierarchical view of organizations”, with knowledge perceived as 
“finite”, system as “closed” and “top organizations as all-knowing”. Even more, “these 
beliefs […] support a single, right way to lead or support cause-and-effect approaches to 
working with followers” (idem).  
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That which overlooks most of these characteristics, makes more sense in using it with the 
epistemological inclination of post-constructivism and supports the idea that ”knowledge is 
socially constructed, inherently subjective, complex and nonlinear, and influenced by social 
systems” is in our recognition transformational leadership style and will be presented shortly 
after. (Komives & Dugan, 2011: 112). 
Supportive of our perspective, contemporary theories  ”emphasize on the importance of the 
reciprocal nature of relationships in which group and organization members are 
interdependent and value the trust and integrity needed to work within and between groups.” 
(Komives & Dugan, 2011: 115). 
Transformational leadership style, one of the popular and most appreciated approaches to 
leadership from the contemporary theories and a part of the ”new leadership paradigm” as 
labeled by Bryman (1992: 144), fascinates through the emphasis on the ”charismatic and 
affective elements […] intrinsic motivation and follower development” while ”followers and 
leaders are inextricably bound together in the transformation process.” (Northouse, 2012: 
186).The specific characteristic of this approach to leadership is illustrated as morality 
rightness and power to motivate, in Burns’s words, when he affirms that: "leaders and 
followers make each other advance to a higher level of morality and motivation." (Burns, 
1978: 20). Moreover, “through the strength of their vision and personality” those leaders 
capable of possessing transformational abilities become “able to inspire followers to change 
expectations, perceptions, and motivations to work towards common goals” (Kerzner, 2015: 
180). 
Built on high morality traits and superior behavior, with the ability to inspire change in others 
through one’s own personal example, transformational leaders supports and encourages 
creativity, a positive team spirit and stimulating working environment. (Khanin, 2007: 7-26) 
Nonetheless, praising transformational leadership characteristics while focusing on leader-
follower reciprocal influence is somehow in contradiction according to Northouse (2012: 
203) because transformational leadership theory “stresses that it is the leader who moves 
followers to do exceptional things” (idem) and “by focusing primarily on the leader, 
researchers have failed to give attention to shared leadership or reciprocal influence” 
(idem). 
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Although these features are presented in an attempt to modeling an ideal format of leadership, 
in practice it becomes evident that one cannot be purely and passively placed at the absolute 
ultimate level of achievement of such a title; in fact, the striving itself towards this level 
becomes liberating, motivational and empowering. This striving is a characteristic that shows 
openness to learn and to change, preventing and repelling learning disabilities and 
phenomena such as founderitis. In line with our apprehension, Weick’s approach towards 
leadership is utterly illustrated in his book Making Sense of the Organization: “The effective 
leader is someone who searches for the better question, accepts inexperience, stays in 
motion, channels decision to those with the best knowledge of the matter at hand, crafts good 
stories, is obsessed with updating, encourages improvisation, and is deeply aware of 
personal ignorance.” (Weick, 2001: 94). 
However encompassing in their complexity, leadership theories cannot answer all of the 
aspects of our problem formulation, reflecting for instance the reciprocal influence in 
individual and organizational learning processes and sensemaking, thus our quest in 
complementing our theoretical framework with the following theories.   
2.2. Senge’s Seven Learning Disabilities Model 
We have decided to use Senge’s model of seven learning disabilities because we see it 
relevant in reflecting over the learning dysfunctions of the individual and the organization 
suffering from founder’s syndrome. In our apprehension, founderitis holds unforeseen forces 
hidden in unaware patterns of habit, reflected in the interconnectivity and reciprocal 
influences between the contextual conditioning of the leader and the organization itself. 
These pose the risk to weaken or oppose the intrinsic need for learning, change and evolution. 
As Senges suggests, his model based on organizational learning “simplifies life by helping us 
see the deeper patterns lying behind the events and the details” (Senge, 2006: 73). This 
proves to be the tool we need to understand founderitis in depth. In the following, we will 
present the model in more details.  
The growing popularity of organizational learning and proliferation of literature on the 
subject in the last 30 years, have brought organizational learning into a position of a kind of 
“conceptual magnet, attracting scholars from many different disciplines to focus on the same 
phenomenon, or different phenomena under the same name” (Friedman, V.J.; Lipshitz, R. & 
Popper, 2005: 20 referring to Berthoin-Antal, Dierkes, et al., 2001). To continue, “the 
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learning metaphor has offered fertile ground in which each discipline could stake its claim, 
generating its own terminology, assumptions, concepts, methods, and research” as stated for 
example in the Handbook of Organizational Learning and Knowledge (Friedman, V.J.; 
Lipshitz, R. & Popper, 2005: 20 referring to Dierkes, Berthoin-Antal, Child, & Nonaka, 
2001). It is not surprising that treating the subject with such in depth conscientiousness, the 
book includes separate chapters for disciplinary perspectives on organizational learning as: 
psychology, sociology, management science, economics, anthropology, political science, and 
history. What we believe is of most usefulness for our research paper, is the aspect of 
introspection, when organizational learning is seen from the perspective of individual 
capacity to assimilate new aspects and conditions, hence manifesting a greater or lesser 
ability to change individually and consequently - collectively. 
It is difficult, however, to present a short synthesis on this topic, as it faces a high conceptual 
complexity and ambiguousness. What helps us in that direction and at the same time 
captivates our attention is displayed under the concept of “personal mastery”, being an aspect 
of learning organization as Senge conceptualizes it, and we see the necessity to summarize its 
features in a descriptive listing. In Peter Senge’s perspective (2006: 5-11), “learning 
organization” exhibits 5 exquisite characteristics: “systems thinking” (allowing people to 
study business as bounded objects), “personal mastery” (a willingness to inquire on one’s 
self with a desire to change for the better), “mental models” (the ability to challenge 
behavioral patterns and assumptions), “shared vision” (the ability to create a common 
identity that strives to accomplish a common vision) and “team learning” (as the 
accumulation of individual learning). This type of organization provides a structure capable 
to facilitate learning among its members, continuously transforming itself, not from fear of 
not coping with present reality but from a desire to adapt to always new necessities. And this 
has inherently incorporated the next presented concept, that of change (Senge, 2006: 11). 
In analyzing the resisting forces that oppose learning, Senge (2006: 18-25) managed to 
simplify the complex process of learning disability and reduce it to a model of 7 distinct 
aspects. Although they are presented from the perspective of a person, they can be easily 
assigned to an organization when regarding it as an entity with distinctive features, 
determined by the uniqueness of its members, the way they make sense and learn from past 
experiences in order to adapt to an environment with permanently permutable challenges. 
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Consequently we choose to make use of Senge’s 7 organizational learning disabilities as raw 
as initially presented in The Fifth Discipline. According to this book, organisms and 
organizations as entities are more or less equally susceptible to experiencing the following 
learning disabilities (Senge, 2006: 18). 
1.              Lack of a Big Picture 
2.              Passing-on Blames 
3.              Reactivity being mistaken as Proactivity 
4.              Fixation on events 
5.              Slow Reaction 
6.              Overreliance on Experience Learning Capacity 
7.              Skill Incompetence 
   
Subsequently, want to present Senge’s learning disabilities (2006: 18-25) model through 
explicative examples, which hopefully encapsulate their profound meaning: 
1. “I am my position” – could easily be illustrated with individuals in the organization 
focusing closely on their own positions and responsibilities, while missing out the 
bigger pictures and interrelation 
2. “The enemy is out there” – is reflected in a behavior which enables individuals to find 
an external agent to blame 
3. “The illusion of taking charge” – points out to the lack of system thinking, when the 
tendency is to perceive things mostly through the glasses of self-interest 
4. “The fixation on events” – when the inclination tends to be dominated by short-term 
events, leading to “event explanations”, instead of “pattern explanations” that 
describe longer-term events 
5. “The parable of the boiled frog” – where gradual changes are hardly perceived, much 
like a frog that finds itself dying into a pot slowly brought to the boiling point 
6. “The delusion of learning from experience” – takes place when some of the effects are 
beyond the current limits of awareness, or when the tendency is to apply the solution 
that proved right with one occasion hoping to work again even though the situational 
context requires different approaches 
7. “The myth of the management team” – with this disability, individuals tends to protect 
themselves from the threat of appearing uncertain or ignorant in the face of collective 
ascertainment and/or inquiry, resulting in what is called “skilled incompetence”. 
 
Gabriel Florian, Marica - Student Id: 53428                         Adnana Oana, Cucu - Student Id: 53010 
 
19 
Senge’s systems thinking model and learning disabilities stem from the theory of double loop 
learning, proposed by Chris Argyris, Senge’s teacher. When looking at the learning process, 
Argyris and Schön (1978: 2-3) make the following distinction: “When the error detected and 
corrected permits the organization to carry on its present policies or achieve its present 
objectives, then that error-and-correction process is single-loop learning. […] Double-loop 
learning occurs when error is detected and corrected in ways that involve the modification of 
an organization’s underlying norms, policies and objectives.” This is also what Senge’s 
learning disabilities do: using a double-loop approach, he challenges current assumptions 
within teams or organizations and digs into the root-causes of the counter-productive patterns 
of behavior. By identifying the blockages in the employee’s learning systems, he manages to 
detect the organizational learning disabilities and suggest ways to correct them for increasing 
organizational/team effectiveness.  
2.3. Social Learning/Cognitive Theory (SCT) 
Developed by Albert Bandura, Social Cognitive Theory expands the understanding on the 
development of human behavior by bringing the principle of triadic reciprocal causation 
(Bandura, 1989a). Specifically, this theory goes beyond the narrow, one-sided conception of 
his time, which claimed that behavior is determined by internal dispositions or by the 
environment. The novelty of Bandura’s model consists of placing the three variables 
(behavior, personal factors and environment) in a bidirectional view of influence, in which 
the three mutually influence each other in different degrees, and through their interrelation, 
learning follows. What Bandura thus claim is that “people are both products and producers 
of their environment” (Bandura, 1989: 4).  
Each person being in both positions to teach and to learn, can at some point come to a 
position of active participation in shaping the organization’s environment and relationships. 
The idea of a unidirectional, rigid structure of influence disappears in this perspective and the 
leader is not the only holder of transformational power. Having this in mind, founder’s 
syndrome acquires a new stance with new possible interpretations.  
We see Bandura’s perspective in line with our positioning into post-social constructivism, 
and we have decided to use it during our analysis to explain how intra-organizational 
relations lead to founderitis, poor organizational learning and development. In the following, 
we will explain the triad together with some concepts developed by Bandura - self-efficacy, 
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self-regulation and modeling -, aimed at explaining how learning occurs and how behavior is 
developed. 
In the personal factors – behavior relation of the triad, Bandura argues that what people think, 
the belief system, the feelings and the personality affect the way they will behave and once 
the behavior is enacted, new thoughts and emotions will arise. 
In the personal factors - environment link, people’s cognition, belief system and emotions are 
shaped by the people they interact with, the physical environment they live in etc. through 
modeling, instruction and social persuasion (Bandura, 1986). In turn, seeing or experiencing 
different environmental aspects will elicit different reactions in people in terms of thoughts, 
emotions, and therefore influence their cognitive schemes. 
Lastly, on the behavior – environment relation, Bandura points to that the “environment is not 
a fixed entity that eventually impinges upon individuals” (Bandura 1989: 4), but rather that 
the behavior of individuals will also activate different reactions in the (social) environment. 
Folett has managed to depict this mutual influential nature of cognitive processes: “I never 
react to you but to you-plus-me; or to be more accurate, it is I-plus-you reacting to you-plus-
me. ‘I’ can never influence ‘you’ because you have already influenced me; that is, in the very 
process of meeting, by the very process of meeting, we both become something different. It 
begins even before we meet, in the anticipation of the meeting. […] Does anyone wish to find 
the point where the change begins? He never will.” (Folett, 1924: 62-63 quoted in Weick, 
1995: 33). 
In continuation of the triadic relationships, Bandura also developed several concepts that can 
further help us in analyzing learning disabilities and founderitis. 
Firstly, according to Bandura, perceived self-efficacy “concerns people's beliefs in their 
capabilities to mobilize the motivation, cognitive resources, and courses of action needed to 
exercise control over events in their lives.” (Wood & Bandura, 1989: 364) Therefore, what is 
necessary to achieve desired goals is not just possessing the required skills, but also the belief 
that one can control the course of action. 
Self-regulation is linked in some way to self-efficacy, and entails the “exercise of influence 
over one's own motivation, thought processes, emotional states and patterns of behavior” 
(Bandura, 1994: 1). This human ability is essential for being able to control one’s behavior, 
 
Gabriel Florian, Marica - Student Id: 53428                         Adnana Oana, Cucu - Student Id: 53010 
 
21 
even under unfavorable conditions. There are three psychological sub-functions that help a 
person in the self-regulation process: self-observation (being aware of our behavior), self-
judgment (comparing our behavior with a standard) and self-reactive (the rewarding or 
punishing systems for meeting or not meeting the standards of behavior) (Bandura, 1991: 
249). Reaching the point of equilibrium/congruence between the real and ideal self to 
reaching the point of a “fully functioning person” is a process that Carl Rogers names 
tendency for self-actualization (Rogers, 1959: 197). 
Modeling. Bandura argues that learning occurs not just from direct experience but also 
“vicariously by observing people’s behavior and the consequences of it” (Bandura, 1986). He 
coined this process “observational learning” and explains in depth the different stages it 
entails. 
What we find more interesting in modelling with regards to the leader-follower relation and 
especially to the transfer of a leader position to another person, are Wood & Bandura’s ideas 
about “guided mastery modelling” that seem to give “good results to develop intellectual, 
social and behavioral competencies” (Wood & Bandura, 1989: 363). There are three stages. 
The first one involves “teaching people general rules and strategies to deal with different 
situations” (idem), while at the same time building their self-efficacy. Secondly, we come to 
“guided skill mastery” (idem), where the new skills are tried in practice in different contexts 
and instructive feedback is given. Crucial here is that the learner needs to “not fear making 
mistakes or appearing inadequate” (idem), as this lowers the self-efficacy and drives 
motivation and performance down. Therefore, in an organizational context, the use of 
empowerment and the exhibiting of trust in the follower’s capabilities seem to play an 
important role for a successful learning process.   
Thirdly, a program of self-directed success allows the learner to try the acquired skills in a 
job context, starting with more simple tasks and building on to more complex issues. The 
intermediate rewards for successes during the process enhance motivation. Bandura, 
nevertheless, makes one remark: “If they do not gain sufficient success to convince 
themselves of their new effectiveness, they will apply the new skills weakly and inconsistently, 
and they will rapidly abandon their newly acquired skills when they either fail to get quick 
results or experience difficulties” (idem). This point to the importance of increasing the 
responsibilities of a follower gradually, relatively to their competencies, as well as to assuring 
that the motivation level remain high through positive reinforcements. And these remarks can 
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be of relevance when discussing Maria’s desire and process of preparing the new leader of 
her organization. 
What Bandura’s theory helps us understand is that if we try to find the causes of founderitis 
by just looking and analyzing the founder, we will only get a narrow understanding and fail 
to comprehend the continuous co-determination between founderitis, the individual and the 
context. Considering the three factors of influence therefore implies a multiple level of 
analysis in studying the syndrome, where we will shift focus from Maria as a leader, her 
followers and the organizational context and culture. Furthermore, the concepts of self-
efficacy, self-regulation and modelling give some paths through which the symptoms around 
founderitis can be analyzed, in order to understand how it forms in the first place and the 
challenges it brings.  
2.4. Cognitive Dissonance Theory 
“How does it happen that persons sometimes find themselves doing things that do not fit with 
what they know, or having opinions that do not fit other opinions they hold?” (Festinger, 
1962: 4) Or, bringing it to an example related to our founderitis case, we can ask again: how 
come founders maintain the negative behavior in their leadership approach, even though there 
are reactions to prove its negativity or they, themselves, are aware of it? By this, we wonder 
if it is so much a matter of seeing the problem (self-observation and self-judgement - 
Bandura, 1991: 249) or a matter of adjusting the behavior to match one’s own/social beliefs 
and expectations (self-reaction - idem). 
Making use of the Cognitive Dissonance Theory developed by the social psychologist Leon 
Festinger (1962) we are able to better understand how the individual and collective 
sensemaking works around such issues of incongruence presented in phenomena of 
founderitis and learning disabilities. 
Starting with the observation that people have an inner strive to achieve consistency between 
beliefs and behavior, Festinger also noted that people are sensitive to these incongruences 
and that the failure to reach inner consistency can result in a feeling of psychological 
discomfort or disharmony - a state which he termed “dissonance” (Festinger, 1962: 2). He 
then proposed the following two hypotheses to explain the behavioral processes that result 
from these dissonances: 
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"1. The existence of dissonance, being psychologically uncomfortable, will motivate the 
person to try to reduce the dissonance and achieve consonance. 
2. When dissonance is present, in addition to trying to reduce it, the person will actively 
avoid situations and information which would likely increase the dissonance." (Festinger, 
1962: 3) 
Festinger thus suggests that the dissonance itself is a motivator to reduce it, due to the inner 
discomfort it creates. Festinger goes on to say that:  
"Cognitive dissonance can be seen as an antecedent condition which leads to activity 
oriented toward dissonance reduction just as hunger leads toward activity, oriented 
toward hunger reduction. It is a very different motivation from what psychologists are 
used to dealing with but, as we shall see, nonetheless powerful." (Festinger, 1962: 3)  
Therefore, the more important the cognitions are, the stronger the need to resolve the inner 
conflict and the stronger the dissonance, the more power it has to influence behavior. 
Four different strategies to resolve the inner conflicts (and achieve what Festinger calls 
consonance) have been observed: 
a.   Changing the behavior so as to match the beliefs. For example, a person might stop 
smoking, realizing that is bad for his/her health. This is a very frequent resolution, but 
the impediments coming from the resistance to change can often be strong and the 
method thus inefficient. 
b.   Change the beliefs so as to justify the behavior. Example: “Smoking is not that bad 
anyway. There are other habits that are more harmful.” In this strategy, one tries to 
change the perception one has on the problem by rationalizing it, so as to no longer 
conflict with the belief system. 
c.  Adding new beliefs so as to justify behavior. For example, a smoker might end up saying 
that if he/she stopped smoking, he/she would put on weight. Or the person might start 
looking for information proving that smoking is not deadly, ignoring any research 
proving the contrary. What this strategy does is that it lowers the magnitude of the 
dissonance by lowering its importance, and can therefore also (partly) alleviate the 
discomfort. 
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d.   Change the belief system. An example would be the smoker who decisively tells 
himself/herself that smoking is not bad for health. Regardless of how simple this strategy 
seems, changing the belief system is not easy, as it is the pillar of our existence. 
Especially in the case of beliefs that are important for the person, a change in this manner 
is unlikely. 
What we can notice here is that the last three strategies are based on denial as a defense 
mechanism. Regarding denial, Baumeister et all. write:  
“it is sufficient to consider denial as the simple refusal to face certain facts. Insofar as 
these facts are highly upsetting or represent potential damage to self-esteem, denial can 
in principle be a very useful defense mechanism. […] Probably the most common form 
of denial involves dismissive responses to failure or other bad feedback. When people 
receive negative evaluations, they often reject the implications rather than 
incorporating them into their self-concepts. Making external attributions for failure, 
such as by pointing to bad luck or task difficulty, is one common and well-documented 
pattern of denying the implications of failure, because it insists that the failure does not 
reflect any lack of ability or of other good traits on the part of the self.” (Baumeister et 
all, 1998: 1107-1108) 
We can observe how connected denial is to learning disabilities, as it is denial which 
prevents one person’s or organization’s double loop learning (Argyris and Schön, 1978: 2-
3) and reach the root-cause of their counter-productive behavioral patterns. 
The strategies to reduce the dissonance can in fact take many variations, by that showing how 
ingenious human mind is to reconcile its position towards its ideal state and the one more or 
less imposed by the social world. The amount of such inconsistencies that one holds within 
depends on the level of self-awareness and self-regulation. 
Nonetheless, reflection seems to bring the light of awareness onto the process, helping one in 
mapping and structuring meaning. Furthermore, patterns of behavior “brought into play by 
the unconscious mind” acting as defense mechanisms become obsolete once immersed into 
the light of awareness (Zhang, 2015: 164). This provides a path to the healthier way of 
solving the cognitive dissonances one holds. Relating it to founderitis, becoming self-aware 
of one’s founder’s syndrome incongruences can be a path to solving the problem through the 
processes of self-regulation, proposed by Bandura (1994: 1). 
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2.5. Sensemaking 
Sensemaking, a concept introduced by Karl Weick (1995: 4) as a tool to “structure the 
unknown” is defined as “placement of items into frameworks, comprehending, redressing 
surprise, constructing meaning, interacting in pursuit of mutual understanding, and 
patterning.” (Weick, 1995: 6) In addition, he states that: “explicit efforts at sensemaking” 
arise as an incentive to search for a representation of what is different in perception than what 
was already known (idem). 
We present Weick’s concept of sensemaking at the end of the theory chapter because it will 
be used in a way to connect all the cues we picked from our data, filtered through the 
theoretical framework, in order to emphasize on their interrelating character and ultimately 
making sense.  
The concept of sensemaking is therefore used in its most elementary aspect: to reflect upon 
the data, organize it and connect it in a rational way to make sense. Weick et al (2005) 
illustrates the concept’s simplicity with the following statement: “Sensemaking involves the 
ongoing retrospective development of plausible images that rationalize what people are 
doing.” and “To focus on sensemaking is to portray organizing as the experience of being 
thrown into an ongoing unknowable, unpredictable streaming of experience in search of 
answers to the question ‘what’s the story?’ “ (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005: 409), 
because new aspirations require information to confront the new challenges.  
Sensemaking is connected to founderitis because leadership involves a high ability to make 
sense of the uncertain and challenging circumstances in organizational life, translate those 
into appropriate options, decisions and actions, as well as an increased capacity to reflect on 
past experiences and learn from them. Speaking about sensemaking in leadership, 
Lemmergaard quotes Weick with illustrative remarks:  
“admitting ‘I don’t know’ can be a strong act of leadership precisely because it 
launches a process of sense-making. Sense-making as a process then gives direction in 
uncertain times (Weick, 2001). Saying ‘I don’t know’ is an act of humility, but more 
importantly it is an act of honesty. For a leader to say this honestly, therefore, he must 
be ‘deeply aware of personal ignorance” (Weick 2001: 94, in Lemmergaard & Muhr, 
2013: 164). 
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2.6. Discussing / criticizing the theoretical frame 
What we find most interesting in the cognitive dissonance theory is that Weick sees these 
dissonances as occasions for sensemaking because they interrupt the ongoing flow of events 
and shift the mind from automatic to active thinking: “The perception of arousal triggers a 
rudimentary act of sensemaking. It provides a warning that there is some stimulus to which 
attention must be paid in order to initiate appropriate action. This signal suggests that one’s 
well-being may be at stake.” (Weick, 1995: 45) If the interruption has psychological 
significance, it can trigger emotion and thus lead the person into a phase of “arousal” (idem) 
(or dissonance, in the words of Festinger). These arousals, occurring also in founderitis, can 
be spotted by observing the right cues in Maria and her followers’ behavior and cognitive 
system. Therefore, the sensemaking can also be made in retrospect, by recollecting the 
memories of the past events and the construction of meaning given to those events (Weick, 
1995: 50). We believe a great deal of learning can occur from doing this in our pursuit to 
understand founderitis. 
Furthermore, in the sixth learning disability, Senge points to the “delusion of learning from 
experience” by arguing that most often our experiences and our decision making have 
consequences on the long-term, which makes it difficult to observe them retrospectively and 
by that delimit the learning from the particular experience. Folett even argues that “there is 
no result ‘of’ process but only a moment ‘in’ process” (Folett, 1924: 60 quoted in Weick, 
1995: 33). It is in this sense where Senge finds the core “learning dilemma” that is seen not 
only on a personal level, but also organizational: “we learn best from experience but we never 
directly experience the consequences of many of our most important decisions” (Senge, 2006: 
23). 
However, we do not believe that Weick and Senge’s opinions contradict each other. We 
rather see their two theories complementing each other, together with the socio-psychological 
ones chosen. The key, in our view, lies in extraction of cues. Weick defines them as follows: 
“Extracted cues are simple, familiar structures that are seeds from which people develop a 
larger sense of what might be occurring.” (Weick, 1995:50). However, these cues are not 
fixed products or fixed moments, but rather processes of mutual influence between 
individuals, environment and personal factors, which later become points of reference for 
connecting bridges and extracting meaning. Bandura’s triadic reciprocal determinism helps 
us very well in analyzing founderitis on a multiple level. 
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As discussed before, the founder’s syndrome seems to hold many dissonance mechanisms. It 
is our assumption that it is the failures to regulate these dissonances, at a personal or 
collective/organizational level, which leads to the development of the learning disabilities 
that Senge proposed in his book. Trying to deconstruct those in the light of cognitive 
dissonance theory and social cognitive theory, we can hopefully manage to construct 
meaning on the problem itself, to find the areas of resistance to change and by that further the 
general understanding on the topic.  
There is, of course, a great deal of methodological considerations to be made in relation to 
the validity and reliability of such methods for research and the reaching to conclusions, but 
these will be treated separately in the Methodology chapter. 
Senge’s quest with his model of seven learning disabilities and systems thinking fits very 
well with our intentions with founderitis, serving as a tool to deconstruct the underlying 
causes of the syndrome and highlight the way it is manifested in the complex organizational 
reality.  
Although the chosen theories help us to penetrate the research subject in a great profundity, 
we are aware of the fact that we are pursuing to analyze founder’s syndrome through the 
lenses of some theories that are very broad in themselves: learning organizations, cognitive 
learning theories, leadership theories and sensemaking. By using such a complex and broad 
theoretical combination, we risk that the analysis disperses in too many lines of argument and 
confuse the reader. Indeed, Senge’s learning disabilities model provides a framework for 
depth analysis as it relies on Argyris double loop learning. Nevertheless, the other theories 
become for us the tools to dig into this framework and reach the underlying causes of the 
syndrome. While we have considered abandoning some theories for the sake of simplicity, 
we have come to realize that they provide an important mind frame to understand founderitis 
better and in depth, and decided to keep them. The choice is reasoned on our notice of the 
fact that the theories complement each other very well and it therefore becomes easy to use 
them in combination when analyzing patterns of behavior. We will try to make the transitions 
from one theory to the other clear in our analysis and smooth enough so as to provide a fluent 
reading.  
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Chapter III:  Methodology 
 
 
The focus of this thesis is to inquire into the phenomena of founderitis and learning 
disabilities, briefly considered and discussed by the scientific literature as having an 
interdependence relationship. We want to present in the following the methodological 
choices that lead us to answering the problem formulation and describe at the end how we are 
going to approach the analysis of the complex data we have gathered, in the light of the 
chosen theoretical framework. 
Although much of the research on the topic of founderitis is limited to quantitative studies, 
our aim is to investigate into the complexity of the founder’s syndrome by highlighting the 
following: firstly, the mechanisms of learning disabilities manifested through different 
unhealthy patterns of behavior and attitudes that are related to leader-follower relationships; 
and secondly, the dissonances created between what is idealized and what is experienced. In 
this sense, we challenge the scope of the existing literature by bringing new perspectives of 
reflection and sensemaking on the subject, which could eventually enrich the very theories 
we start with.  
In order to fulfill our aim, what we pursue is identifying, observing and making sense of 
those behaviors that a founder suffering from founder’s syndrome engages in, which tend to 
spiral the learning disabilities, create dissonances and lead to the manifestation of founder’s 
syndrome. To be able to fully succeed in this task, we need to penetrate the context we want 
to study and engage with it through meeting the people at Phoenix-Speranta, observing their 
behavior, recollecting their memories and their explanations of their behavior. Therefore, our 
aim reflects the need of a high degree of details which could not be collected in our short 
timeframe, unless addressing a qualitative study. Immersing into the organizational day-to-
day life, gave us the possibility to gather cues of such finesse and subtleness which could not 
be observed in a quantitative study, however extended. 
We will mention from a start that in our quest to “bring our writing to life”, making the 
communication transparent and distinguish different aspects of the ideas expressed, we 
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combined quotation marks and italics as follow: “quoted italics” are chosen to present a 
direct quote followed by a reference, italic is appointed to distinguish certain words from 
others within the text and put emphasis on them, and “quote” is intended to present our ideas 
expressed in a metaphorical form. 
3.1. Philosophy of science and other scientific considerations 
As mentioned before in the social cognitive theory, Bandura claims that “people are both 
products and producers of their environment” (Bandura 1989: 4) and that there is a 
bidirectional view of influence between behavior, personal factors and environment. A 
multiple level of attention is therefore needed to understand the formation of founderitis at 
Phoenix-Speranta not just on the three factors as separate units of analysis, but also on the 
triadic relationship. 
A question thus arises: is there a fixed reality that we can objectively perceive and make 
sense of? 
In our quest to underline our ontological standpoint, we believe it is beneficial to open our 
argumentation with a critical perspective towards constructivism and social constructivism, 
focusing the reader’s attention on the crucial distinction and highlighting the reasons for our 
choice.  
With reference to a constructivist approach “reality is always constructed and contingent on 
the observer’s standpoint” (Knol, 2011: 2) and a “neutral point of view when assessing the 
validity of analytical and ethical knowledge claims” (Finnemore & Sikkink, 2001: 395) can 
never be achieved, reaching to a strong statement as: “there is no independent reality” 
(Kukla, 2000: 25). While social constructivist perspective emphasize on constructing socially 
shared “subjective representations of reality, which are dependent on the observer’s 
interpretation and standpoint” (Knol, 2011: 2).  
Although we are in perfect agreement with the idea that there is an aspect of construction 
related to perception of reality, we cannot help but question the common ground for such a 
construct.  
Weick states: “… self-fulfilling prophecies are the prototype for human sensemaking [..] 
People create and find what they expect to find.” (1995: 35). However elucidatory this is 
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when presenting sensemaking, the common ground for the socially created reality is neither 
presented nor expressed.  
Weick further declares: “People make sense of things by seeing a world on which they have 
already imposed what they believe.” (Weick, 1995: 15). Therefore seeing a world on which 
people have already overlapped their beliefs is the constructive attribute of perception; at the 
same time, admitting the existence of a world “out there” to even start with, testifies in our 
apprehension the rational support of a post-constructivist perspective. 
Although we do not follow the ideology of none of the following, Knol presents Latour and 
Woolgar’s “Laboratory Life: the construction of scientific facts” (1986) as an argument 
probing the entanglement of the construction aspect of the reality with the “materiality” 
(Knol, 2011: 4-5). He further states:  
“in order to explain reality, it is emphasized that there are different human and non-
human elements incorporated into the process of making that reality. Reality can 
therefore not be explained as existing ‘out-there’, detached from discursive and 
material practices. It is not sufficient to say that this reality is socially constructed 
either, because that doesn’t allow for an explanation of how that reality could have 
been different, had different materials and measuring devices been used. Hence, by 
tracing processes of construction, it is emphasized that with the use of different 
elements, methods, materials, the outcome of these practices could be totally different.” 
(idem) 
Hence, our core assumptions are those of a post-constructivist, and without trying to reflect 
upon reality’s causality, we pinpoint towards its current state of evidence - seen as a 
background scene on which meaning is assigned and ideas are constructed and reinforced 
individually and collectively. 
In accordance with this approach, post-constructivism is “aiming towards a constant re-
evaluation of the factual reality as the basic phenomena serving for further construction and 
development through social interaction” (Bittar, Cucu and Marica, 2015: 12) which supports 
our inherent acceptance of the necessity of change and evolution. 
Regarding the constructive attribute of perception, the research process in itself becomes an 
on-going practice of meaning creation. In this case, “the notion of ongoing refers to the idea 
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that sensemaking ‘neither starts fresh nor stops cleanly’” (Weick, 1995: 49 in Pye, 2005: 31). 
Therefore, we adopt a mindset of inquiry into the organizational reality, not only observing 
and registering a final product passively, but rather into an active mode, translating it into the 
possibility to study processes of transformation in the making. Consequently, in our visit at 
Phoenix-Speranta, our presence there and the purpose of our visit is influencing the actions of 
the employees and their leader, which simultaneously influence the researcher’s sensemaking 
processes. At the same time, Maria and Phoenix-Speranta will be further influenced by the 
feedback and results we have promised to provide them after we complete our analysis, as a 
mean to help them reflect on their situation and improve on it. Maaike Knol (2011:10) 
illustrates what our position as researchers in this perspective is about: “Just as the scientific 
practices he/she studies, the post-constructivist researcher is part of shaping the world that 
we (wish to) live in.” 
The fact that the concept itself of sensemaking is “embedded in constructionist epistemology 
and reality relativism (McGuinness, 1993), into a discipline where positivism (neopositivism) 
is alive and well” - that of “management and leadership (Craig-Lees, 2001)”, (Berger & 
Luckmann 1966 in Smircich & Morgan, 1982: 258) is twisted to reflect our own perspective 
through post-constructivism, should not give rise to essential misgivings epistemological 
issues. Ultimately, leadership with its related issue of founderitis, “like other social 
phenomena, is socially constructed through interaction” (idem), as a byproduct of collective 
sensemaking and agreement, and could not be considered without the people on which is 
exercised. We acknowledge the fact that it is a practice of a large-scale risk in apprehension, 
but in our understanding it represents a flexible one. One that can easily stretch to include and 
illustrate extensively, not only the core elements of an objectively assumed reality but also 
the presumed constructs of individual and collective reasoning, reflecting the complexity we 
intend to expose.  
We chose to study Phoenix-Speranta’s case from the viewpoint of a post-constructivist 
because with a different ontological perspective the research would be regarded either as a 
finite product, resulting in a passive knowledge, possibly deprived by its complexity and 
vividness of all the nuances of the influential process in acquiring data, or as a product, 
although malleable into the consciousness of the participants, with little input coming from 
the influences of the contextual framework.  
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3.2. A kind of serendipity pattern 
Before we move on to explain the methods we will approach to answer our problem 
formulation, it needs to be pointed from the beginning that the “diagnosis” of founderitis 
came to us only after we have conducted the observations and gave ourselves time to discuss 
the findings.  
Looking at this process retrospectively, we considered the pattern of reaching to our problem 
formulation to be very much in line with what Merton (1948) coined as “serendipity pattern”. 
It is being differentiated from mere serendipity (which inherits the idea of chance) as follows:  
"Serendipity is the discovery of an unsought finding, whereas a serendipity pattern involves 
observing a surprising and irregular finding, recognizing that it is potentially strategic, and 
using it to develop a new theory or advance and existing theory" (Perry & Edwards, 2010: 
858). We consider it a method because it involved collecting cues, giving importance to 
them, noticing patterns and seeing “bridges where others see holes” (Burt, 2004: 351). 
Initially, our interest was around the topic of bottom-up change management and the point of 
inquiry into Phoenix-Speranta was Maria’s replacement from the leading position with Diana 
in 2014, which proved unsuccessful since Maria was asked to come back after 1 year. We 
decided to have a preliminary Skype interview with Maria and have her talk about the 
challenging management hand-over, to see if the explanations provide an academic interest 
for us or not. 
As mentioned in the introduction, her explanations made the situation look rather simple 
from an academic point of view, but we sensed there was more to the story. Maria portrayed 
herself as a person who is attentive to the personal growth of the young generation and open 
to empower bottom-up change. Therefore, Maria seemed to us like the person who would 
instinctively follow the principles behind what we academically know as Kotter’s 8 steps of 
leading change (1995), and manage a successful transition. We believed that the transition 
was unsuccessful not just because Diana was not ready, as Maria argued, but also because 
Maria failed in the process, for some reason or another. Therefore, we decided that the 
organization is worth the visit. 
We have arranged a research trip to Phoenix-Speranta Foundation in Romania in the 
beginning of October. One of us – Adnana – has travelled for this purpose and conducted 
field observations and interviews with the manager - Maria, the temporary manager that was 
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empowered to take Maria’s place during 2014 - Diana, as well as other employees that would 
be found relevant on the spot. The visit was planned to be conducted with the researcher’s 
eyes wide open to potential findings, and not limited to our initial suppositions. During the 
observations, some situations/cues – i.e. the dissonances mentioned before - puzzled us and 
sparked our interest more than others. We pursued them, started to read more about them and 
eventually realized that what the organization faces is the classic founder’s syndrome. Seeing 
how little is being discussed in the academia, we decided to approach it as the main focus of 
our thesis. 
We did not discover something novel as such; the notion of founder’s syndrome has been 
there for some decades, but it has not developed into a theory. Since it was novel for us and it 
raised the passion to research into it in depth, we hope that our effort can fill some gaps and 
at least advance the existing knowledge around it. 
 
3.3. Data collection and development 
Since our interest in the issue of founderitis is of an investigative nature, we have chosen to 
pursue it through a single case study research strategy. We believe that phenomenon we want 
to study is complex and defined by many variables, while at the same time, there are strong 
influences between founderitis and the organizational context which needs to be highlighted 
(national/organizational culture, leader personality and background) (Yin, 2003: 13). We 
further believe that these mutual influences and the phenomenon itself can hardly be depicted 
from interviews or survey only, for which reason the decision to grasp its depth by immersing 
into the actual context, conducting an onsite research proved the most beneficial, and sensing 
the organizational life from within (Eberle & Maeder, 2011: 60; Yin, 2003: 112). 
On our quest to gather the cues that can help us make sense of the founder’s syndrome at 
Phoenix-Speranta, we stress again the point that the cues are not “out there” as an objective 
reality, but is something we construct through our interpretation of 
actions/feelings/behaviors/remembering that occur. Therefore, for us, data collection happens 
simultaneously with data development. 
Our data collection/development relies therefore on multiple sources (Yin, 2003: 97); direct 
observations, participatory observations, interviews and personal histories are used as 
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primary data sources, complemented with secondary sources: academic reports, articles and 
books. The hybrid strategy for primary data collection allowed us to attain a data 
triangulation on cues that are often hidden in the everyday life, and with this, hopefully, a 
converging line of inquiry (Yin, 2003: 98) that leads to a higher validity of our findings. 
In the following, we will explain how we have used our primary data collection/development 
methods, because they played a crucial role in our ability to grasp the founder’s syndrome 
from a close look and investigate it in what we believe to be the finest of details. 
 
3.4. Observations and participatory observations 
The organizational ethnography has been a valuable source of information because it allowed 
us to get to know the organization better, its culture, the employees, the manager and the 
interactions that occur within it. This input is helpful in being able to see a bigger picture 
when trying to make sense of the inner organizational changes, but also the details and 
nuances of the everyday life.  
Maria has been the gate-keeper in this case (Bernard, 2005: 357) therefore she has been 
informed generally of our academic intentions and interest for research at that time: 
organizational learning pointing out the subtle aspect of bottom-up change. Although we 
would have liked to be able to do these observations in a manner of being present in the 
organization for one week to get a deeper sense of Maria’s leadership style, of how 
relationships are in place at the organization’s premises, and how the empowerment and 
control balance is being leveled in practice, Adnana’s time in Romania was limited and she 
has therefore also limited her presence in the organization for two days. The degree to which 
she was able to follow Maria during her daily tasks was also limited because the visit 
happened in a timing where Maria and her employees were on the verge of some deadlines in 
sending some documentation and that kept them quite busy. However, the manager seemed to 
be very open for allowing the researcher in their private space and do some observations and 
interviews. 
Since Maria has been a gate-keeper and object of study, the ethnographer’s access in the 
hierarchy leads to a “researching down” strategy (Eberle & Maeder, 2011: 64), and reveals 
different power structures and perspectives than if the research had been done at the bottom. 
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For instance, the researcher tried to maintain a sense of neutrality in relation to the informants 
and listen in private the follower’s stories and perspectives, but the fact that most of the 
observer’s time was spent observing the leader and discussing with her, thus less with the 
followers, the observations are more likely to be perceived from the leader’s perspective. 
This points to our limitation in perceiving the “whole organizational picture”. Moreover, in 
such case, there is a risk of potential researcher bias if he/she becomes the supporter of the 
group or person that is being studied (Yin, 2003: 112). To alleviate this, as organizational 
ethnographers and analysts, we need to maintain a sense of self-criticism towards our 
methods and interpretations. 
The plan for the two days has been set so that the first day is spent mostly with observations 
and getting acquainted with the place and the people. During this day, the organizational 
ethnographer has shifted from the role of a participant observer to that of a complete observer 
(Bernard 2005: 347), meaning from the position where she could take part in some of the 
daily activities with the beneficiaries of the Foundation and the lunch time, to that of a 
complete observer in the Monday management meeting or simply walking around and taking 
notes of what she observed and of how the place seemed to her. Only few main employees 
were informed in general terms about the purpose of visit, and because the people there are 
used to having other people visiting them, they did not feel intruded by the researcher’s 
presence. This reduced the issue of reactivity, that is of people changing their behavior when 
they know that they are being studied (Bernard, 2005: 354), which also opened up occasions 
to get in contact with the people, ask about their stories and about their life at Phoenix-
Speranta Foundation, in casual conversations. 
The most interesting part of the observations, in our opinion, was the Monday management 
meeting held between Maria and 3 of her key employees. The researcher got permission to be 
an observer at this meeting and the full notes can be found in Appendix 1 – Field notes page 
88. The reason this meeting provided such valuable input can be found in Block’s suggestion 
of how to conduct investigations on founderitis: 
“Some organizational behaviorists, especially those who adhere more strictly to 
systems and group theory, would recommend meeting with all the key players in one 
large group. The belief is that by not separating the members of the group, you can 
more accurately assess the dynamics of the group, determine how the dysfunctional 
 
Gabriel Florian, Marica - Student Id: 53428                         Adnana Oana, Cucu - Student Id: 53010 
 
36 
behaviors are triggered, who has the informal power, and who takes on the role as 
scapegoat.” (Block, 2004: 148) 
Therefore, during the managerial meeting an open eye approach was used, not focusing on a 
too narrow point of interest, but trying to observe the human interactions, power relations, 
body language, tone of voice, personality of participants, holder of decision power and much 
more, all details that later provided crucial cues in noticing patterns of behavior that relate to 
founderitis. For example, during a contradictory line of arguments regarding the launch of a 
new soap line, the empowering and friendly atmosphere became tensioned and one could 
read from the changing tone of voice, body language and the way the dispute was resolved 
the imbalance between empowerment and control. 
The observer managed to also have general talks with the people and beneficiaries at 
Phoenix-Speranta, aimed at establishing rapport and building their confidence in her 
presence, so that they go about their job as usual, without feeling intruded by an outside 
observer. During this period, the observer used both a zoom-in and zoom-out in her focus 
(Nicolini, 2009), meaning that she paid attention to the social layout, as well as smaller inter-
relations, especially between Maria and her followers. The point of this was also to shift 
views from gathering cues related to our interests to open-mindedness so as to be able to 
depict unforeseeable cues and keep a mind of discovery (Weick, 2002: S14). Following 
Bernard’s suggestion, the observer used all her senses to build memory and to improve the 
chances to remember more accurately the information. The visual memory was built through 
drawing maps of the physical space and taking photos of the work environment with 
permission, so as to help her later in recollecting her memories of interactions and 
conversations (Bernard, 2005: 366; Madden, 2010). Some of them can be found in the 
Appendix with the field notes. Whenever possible, conversations were audio recorded. 
Moreover, immediately after the observation session completed, the observer spend some 
time alone to mentally go through the experience again and then note down thoughts, 
observations and whatever could not be recorded on field.  
The first day was given to observations because it offered time to note down aspects of 
interest for the project that puzzled the observer. Namely, to gather cues that can be valuable 
in analyzing the problem. She then spent the evening trying to recollect her memories and use 
this information to adjust the interview guides for day 2. The following day, the actual 
interviews were conducted and complemented with some more observations. 
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3.5. Interviews 
Semi-structured interviews have been used so that we kept the same mind of discovery 
(Weick, 2002: S14), and at the same time guide the discussion towards our purpose, by 
having a set of guiding open-ended questions prepared from beforehand. The purpose of the 
interviews was to obtain a retrospective development of the management hand-over, of their 
interpretation of the events, as well as the leader-follower relations. Important here for our 
purpose was to have separate discussions with Maria’s followers, because they would feel 
more comfortable to open up if they were in a one-to-one setting, rather than in group. We 
remarked an attitude of honesty and willingness to share the truth if it helped the researcher, 
which pleasantly surprised us. However, we have tried to be aware at the same time that too 
much honesty can be a sign of consciously manipulated information. 
Our intention was to have all the discussions recorded, to be able to later have the transcripts 
at our disposal when the time of analysis came, but also so that both of us can have access to 
the exact wordings on the interviewees and to eliminate the bias of Adnana’s abilities to 
remember and take notes. However, there have been important discussions that occurred 
between the observer and Maria on/off, while making the tour of the organization or having 
lunch/dinner together, that the researcher was not able to record. In observational 
circumstances that are participatory in nature, the researcher relied on taking short notes or 
even writing down simple keywords (Yin, 2003: 112; Madden, 2010). In such cases, the 
strategy used was to not talk to anyone about the observations before actually getting the 
chance to write down as much as the observer remembered. This is because as Bernard 
(2005: 366) suggests, talking to people reinforces some things you heard and saw at the 
expense of other things. We have also asked for permission to conduct other Skype 
interviews at a later point, if that was found necessary, but this still entails a loss of important 
information and details that we are aware of. The detailed field notes can be found in 
Appendix 1 – Field notes page 93. 
3.6. Criticism of methods 
As Bernard (2005: 344) argues, participant observation “involves immersing yourself in a 
culture and learning to remove yourself every day from that immersion so you can 
intellectualize what you have seen and heard, put it into perspective, and write about it 
convincingly.” He sees this method as a craft and when done right, it can “turn fieldworkers 
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into instruments of data collection and data analysis” Bernard (2005: 359). It is a skill that is 
educated through practice. None of us has done ethnographic observations before; therefore 
we are aware that our lack of skills in this method can influence the quality of the data 
observed, the cues that are extracted, the notes taken and the interpretations of this data 
(Bernard, 2005: 359-371; Eberle & Maeder, 2011: 56). Adnana has prepared herself with 
readings about participatory observations as method. She has also had two hour training in 
doing observations together with a graduate anthropologist. In the end, this experience has 
been very useful for the researcher to be able to see the mind of an ethnographer in action, to 
become aware of her own limitations before going on field and becoming more comfortable 
of doing the actual observations when visiting Phoenix-Speranta. 
Another aspect to be mentioned is the role of cultural similarity in relation to organizational 
ethnography: as Romanians, both of us have been raised in the same organizational culture 
that we are trying to study, for which reason and Bernard (2005: 372) points to that it is ”hard 
to recognize cultural patterns that you live everyday and you are likely to take a lot of things 
for granted, that an outsider would pick up right away.” (Bernard, 2005: 372; Eberle and 
Maeder, 2011: 57).  However, experiencing a different organizational culture in Denmark and 
studying in a multicultural environment, both of us have the advantage of a diverse cultural 
knowledge, therefore being more sensitive when noticing different subtle patterns. A sense of 
strangeness (Eberle & Maeder, 2011: 56) and naiveté (Bernard, 2005: 366) was kept in 
relation to the observed, so as to be able to see the ordinary. 
In order to ensure an ethical background of our research, John Stuart Mill’s utilitarianism is 
going to represent the building block of our course of action. “Utilitarianism is a theory in 
the normative ethics holding that the proper course of action is the one that maximizes utility 
usually defined as maximizing total benefit and reducing suffering or the negatives. This 
theory is an economic analysis that is human-centered (or anthropocentric) and has a moral 
foundation." (Goodstein, 2011: 26). 
Consequently, while interacting with people in Phoenix-Speranta, the researcher has 
informed the gatekeeper about the purpose of the visit and our academic objectives, asking 
for permission and consent. Moreover, the observer was fully aware of the effects that her 
presence and work can have on the data collected, and therefore tried not to harm them. 
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3.7. Data Analysis 
Having as a purpose the study of learning disabilities in relation to founderitis, however 
simplistic it may seem, Langley argues that learning is not a simple act of taking-in 
information, but a complex cognitive phenomenon that unfolds continuously over time and 
which is difficult to isolate unambiguously in a unit of analysis (Langley, 1999: 692). 
Analyzing the mechanisms of behavior that form learning disabilities in founderitis is an 
attempt that seems challenging from the very start because the kind of data we have to deal 
with is what Langley (1999) calls “process data”. This data is “difficult to analyze and 
manipulate” because it is composed on events, that expands over time and is difficult to 
isolate temporarily or in a causation chain, that lays on multiple levels of analysis and that is 
hidden in complex processes such as relationships, behavior, feelings, thoughts etc (Langley, 
1999: 692).  
More than that, we need to make clear that we will be dealing with two sets of 
interpretations: those of the people observed and interviewed (first order constructs) and 
those that we, as researchers, will make based on the first order constructs (second-order 
constructs) (Eberle & Maeder, 2011: 57 referring to Schutz, 1964). While the first are seen as 
the commonsensical ones, the latter are interpreted in light of the theories related to 
founderitis and behavioral and leadership theories that we will have in mind when doing 
sensemaking of the raw data. In our social scientific purpose for manipulating the data – the 
meta-ethnography – is where our potential researcher bias can be found.  
How, then, to analyze such complex data in such a way that it provides structure and satisfies 
the need for reliable and valid conclusions? 
While initially we planned on structuring the analysis on Senge’s seven learning disabilities 
in the way that they would give the name of the different sections in the analysis, we realized 
that this strategy would have meant to take the main observed events through the first 
learning disability, and then the second and so on. Such a structure would have not provided 
the fluency of how each learning disability leads to the development of the others and how 
their accumulation leads to organizational problems that hinder its own development. The 
analysis of the empirical data would have been too fragmented. It is for this reason that we 
have decided on a different strategy. 
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Inspired from the strategies for process data analysis proposed by Langley (1999), we have 
settled on combining two: “temporal bracketing strategy” and “alternate templates model”. 
The former one aids us in revealing the complex stories and meanings behind the 
management hand over at Phoenix-Speranta in a sequence of distinct but connected periods. 
As Langley (1999: 703) suggests, these periods "do not have a particular theoretical 
significance. They are phases in the sense of a predictable sequential process but simply, a 
way of structuring the description of events." This strategy was chosen because we have 
noticed cycles in the organization's learning based on marking events and team changes, 
which we fructify as occasions for organizational sensemaking (Weick, 1995: 85).  
The periods will contextualize founder’s syndrome developed within the organization and 
give us the clues about the mutual influence between leader-followers-context.  We have 
decided to take certain periods in the organization’s recent history as analytical framework. 
These four periods will then give the headlines of the different sections from the analysis. 
Moreover, differentiating the periods and analyzing them through the lenses of the chosen 
theoretical framework, will help us not only in unveiling the learning disabilities hidden in 
those periods of time, but also in comparing different units of analysis and tracing the 
patterns of behavior (idem) that lead to the formation of founderitis. 
The latter strategy, which we will use in conjunction with the temporal bracketing strategy, 
will allow us to propose “several alternative interpretations of the same events based on 
different but internally coherent sets of a priori theoretical premises” and assess “the extent 
to which each theoretical template contributes to a satisfactory explanation” (Langley, 1999: 
698). 
We find this strategy combination appropriate for our choice of studying a single case, as we 
can delve in it in more depth and compare different interpretations. Furthermore, it also 
enables us to maintain a chain of evidence in the explanations we build (Yin, 2003: 105), 
meaning to trace the line of argumentation from initial inquiries to conclusions in vice-versa. 
By this we also eliminate the bias coming from the analyst’s selection of arguments and of 
the use of second-order constructs, thus increasing the construct validity. To complement 
this, we will try all the way through to maintain a high degree of self-revisal and self-
criticism. 
 
Gabriel Florian, Marica - Student Id: 53428                         Adnana Oana, Cucu - Student Id: 53010 
 
41 
To conclude, in the following chapter we will take the chosen divisions in periods and 
analyze the empirical data mainly through the lenses of learning disabilities and in 
combination with the other theories. Since we are trying to make sense of different processes 
and human inter-relations, we will use sensemaking (guided especially through literature 
from Karl Weick on organizational sensemaking) as a way to recollect memories, extract 
meaningful cues, interpret them in the light of the theoretical frame and finally drag 
conclusions. As explained in the introduction chapter, in the analysis we will analyze the data 
through the lenses of the theories chosen. Afterwards, under Discussion, we would relate the 
main findings to founderitis and to the way they hinder the organizational development. 
 
3.8. Validity and reliability 
Our positioning into the post-social constructivist epistemology influences the understanding 
we have over validity, reliability and objectivity. In our current understanding, one can never 
achieve full objectivity when doing anthropological research, and that is not the intention 
either. When choosing anthropological research methods to enrich the cues we use in our 
analysis, we are aware that we are part of the data we build through interviews and 
observations because we bias through our very presence, purpose of visit, opinions, 
memories, experiences (Yin, 2003: 112; Bernard 2005: 370).  
Furthermore, the “control over which cues will serve as a point of reference is an important 
source of power”, as Weick (1995: 50) argues, and this shows another way in which we can 
potentially bias our findings, of which we are aware. In this sense, what is important is to use 
triangulation again as a method for self-revisal and confirmation to show transparency when 
our opinions interplay with the conclusions. 
While these arguments might be seen to come in detriment to the credibility (Guba and 
Lincoln, 1982: 246) of our findings, it is an inherent presumed risk and what we find more 
important is what Bernard (2005: 370) argues in this respect: “we can, however, become 
aware of our experiences, our opinions, our values. […] The goal is not for us, as humans, to 
become objective machines; it is for us to achieve objective – that is, accurate – knowledge 
by transcending our biases.” More than this, another way for us to assure the credibility is to 
use triangulation on multiple levels: on data, by making use of different examples supporting 
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the argument, as well as having the perspective of different people from the study case; and 
in combination with the different theories, that help us reach alternate templates. 
More than that, apart from the events to took part during the visit, we also rely on memory 
recollection, which carries another source of bias and drive down the “confirmability” (Guba 
and Lincoln, 1982: 247) of our findings. This is why we have chosen to interview more 
people and obtain different perspectives on the events. As to the ethnographer, recordings, 
note taking and reflexive journaling have been used to reduce her own memory bias as much 
as possible. 
When it comes to the “dependability” (Guba and Lincoln, 1982: 247), it is influenced by the 
fact that the data collected and developed by us is influenced by the moods of the people and 
their busy schedule at the time of the visit, as well as the fact that the research trip lasted two 
days and not enough time was available to observe founder’s syndrome behaviors for longer 
periods of time. Conducting another research trip at a later point could have been a solution 
to this; however it was impossible for us in the time frame given.  
Lastly, when it comes to the transferability of our results, we acknowledge that they are very 
context dependent, even much so considering the depth to which we have dwelled in the data. 
This is a risk accepted from the beginning, when deciding to rely on a single case study, as 
the depth of knowledge was our aim with founderitis. Nevertheless, we believe a certain 
degree of transferability exists because the behavioral mechanisms observed contain patterns 
(the dissonances between empowerment control and others) that are specific to founderitis.  
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Chapter IV:  Analysis 
 
 
The purpose of this section is to analyze how learning disabilities at Phoenix-Speranta lead to 
dissonances and characteristics associated with founderitis and consequently to the 
accumulation of problems and organizational growth inhibition. The way we found relevant 
to highlight this report is to inquire into these dissonances by bringing upfront relevant 
affirmations of Phoenix-Speranta’s members and cues observed during the research trip at 
their premises. Through their analysis, we will then unveil the learning disabilities hidden in 
the unfavorable patterns of behavior. As the reader will notice, in many cases, the words used 
to describe such dissonances are the same as those used to define and illustrate founderitis’ 
symptoms, such as: a high need for control, inflexibility, difficulty in delegating decisions 
etc. 
To do so, we have divided the analysis using the temporal bracketing strategy. We take the 
feedback from the Dutch advisor group as the starting point, because it has triggered an 
important arousal moment for Maria and Phoenix-Speranta. Secondly, we look into the 
period covering Maria’s decision to retreat and Diana’s succession. Afterwards, we analyze 
the period in which Diana was managing Phoenix-Speranta and the causes that lead to 
Maria’s return. Lastly, we take the management meeting and some other incidents that were 
observed during the research trip at the organization’s premises. We will discuss how the 
learning disabilities prevalent during these times lead to a sequence of other disabilities and 
decisions that hindered organizational development.  
 
4.1. Feedback from the Dutch advisor group 
The arousal moment for Maria 
In December 2013, the group of Dutch people that helped in starting up Phoenix-Speranta 
came back to the Foundation’s premises to make a general evaluation of the organization’s 
performance. This feedback proved to highlight the negative aspects of the social enterprise: 
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“What their evaluation showed was that the economic side of it was not profitable due to a 
sales structure that was rather sporadic and not sustained, plus other internal organizational 
issues, and eventually suggested many areas to improve.” (Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 
97). Maria seems to have internalized this feedback and her reaction was straightforward: 
“Believing that her own management style was to blame for this, Maria thought of leaving 
the management chair to some younger employees that might have a more modern and 
pragmatic approach to running it.” (idem). 
Into the course of events tracked in our research, inherent in people’s attitude and evident in 
discussions with members of the management team, this event is marked as an important 
moment of arousal (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005: 418) for Maria. In Weick’s 
understanding, every entity’s life, organization or individual, is defined by a string of events 
and the vast majority of those events fall into a normality that evolves in undisturbed, 
incremental steps (Weick, 1995: 45). At times however, something disrupts the course of 
events imposing a new trajectory and has a significant impact over a long period of time. This 
arousal moment was for Phoenix-Speranta and Maria a source for many processes of 
sensemaking and dissonances afterwards. 
The first and most evident impact appears to have been on Maria’s self-image, creating a big 
dissonance between her real performance as a manager and the ideal one, the latter being 
influenced by the Dutch advisors of the Foundation towards whom “Maria confessed, she has 
a strong admiration due to their professionalism in the business side of their activities” 
(Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 96). This brings her to a point of intense feeling of doubt in 
her ability to effectively lead the organization and the distress she felt most likely lead her to 
a state of wanting to resolve this dissonance (Festinger, 1962: 3). 
One of the first learning disabilities that can be observed here has an aspect that is more 
obvious and another that is subtler. Besides the now altered self-image of a good leader with 
13 years of experience, there is another, found in the identity related with “my organization - 
my baby”, which is now suffering too. When the first learning disability is present - that of 
identifying with a position -, an automatic reaction continues to search for a culprit - herein 
the second learning disability (Senge, 2006: 19). 
When facing a learning disability, the first tendency of an assumed position seems to be a 
defensive one (Senge, 2006: 19). Far from being a theoretical statement forcibly connected 
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with reality, a defensive mechanism is a natural reaction to defend one’s position and protect 
one’s own self esteem (Major, Kaiser, & Mccoy, 2003: 773). For instance: “a judgment 
towards the image of the organization whose founder am I, leads me perceive it as a direct 
accusation towards me”. However, as we have seen in the Cognitive Dissonance Theory 
section, the strategies one uses to reach a consonance with the self can be various and quite 
innovative. 
Accountability for failure is not something to overlook or dismiss with a superficial 
approach. It can be a process from which valuable information can be drawn for further 
adjustments. 
 
Internalizing blame 
In our field research, we took notice of Maria’s reaction to this event and were puzzled to 
find a different twist in Maria’s attitude than we expected, even after two years from the 
event’s occurrence. It was the fact that instead of looking for an enemy out there (Senge, 
2006: 19) or falling into denial (Baumeister et all, 1998: 1107), Maria is internalizing the 
whole process. This brings us to the point of wondering if after a long process of 
sensemaking and exhausting any of the viable out there options, Maria did turn inwards in 
her quest for something to blame and the cause may be based on a personal self-doubt. After 
all, “blaming is reinforced by feelings of low self-esteem” (McLendon & Weinberg, 1996: 
35). However, her further reaction, that to decide letting someone else in her position of 
leading Phoenix-Speranta, shows that she doubts her ability to face high demands in 
economic related aspects of the business and therefore a decrease in her own self-efficacy. A 
reaction to self-doubt would maybe have prompted a desire for improvement or knowledge 
accumulation. 
Concerning the blame flow into an organization, McLendon and Weinberg (1996: 36) argue 
that it is a matter of cultural influences and people’s mentality at stake. Essentially, when the 
blame flow follows the organizational structure upwards, blaming the thinkers of the 
strategies and those responsible with the implementation can be expected to display a more 
reflexive approach and bring more interest into redesigning the entire process (McLendon & 
Weinberg, 1996: 38). However, when this process takes place at the highest level of an 
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organization - that of the founder itself -, the blame is either reflected outside the organization 
or internalized for personal development (idem). 
An interesting aspect of this self-evaluating process of which Maria seems to be unaware, 
could be the quantification of the attributes of an effective leadership measured with different 
scales. Although we assume it was not focused into a direct accusation, the Dutch group was 
targeting the efficiency of self-sustaining measures concerning the whole organization, while 
Maria’s internal evaluation could reflect matters of social impact creation, and consequently 
the discrepancy between what is experienced and how it is evaluated. 
 
The “remedy” 
As a result of the negative feedback received, Maria ended with the following solution: 
“Maria thought of leaving the management chair to some younger employees that might have 
a more modern and pragmatic approach to running it.” Having “responsibilities in another 
organization, CITO” where “Maria became very needed [..] with the resignation of its 
director” the decision become self-evident when, “few month later, during the visit of one of 
the Dutch advisors of the Foundation, he took notice of Diana and her qualities […] and 
knowing Maria’s intention, he proposed Maria a solution: to take the full time position of 
director at CITO and leave Diana in the management position” (Appendix 1 - Field notes 
page 98). 
At first thought, we would be tempted to believe it was a good decision when realizing her 
lack of economically oriented approaches towards a self-sustainable organization. 
Nonetheless, this argumentation could result in the solution of choosing a professional with 
required abilities. In our apprehension, this is the third learning disability - reactiveness 
mistaken as proactivity (Senge, 2006: 20-21), rooted in a position pressured by complex 
aspects such as: a judgmental decision (I am not good enough), with a short term goal (a 
leader is needed), and a gradual process which poses a great threat (lack of perspective on 
impact on long term consequences of her decision, or the fifth learning disability, according 
to Senge, 2006: 23). In this case, her reactive decision seems to be taken based on an 
emotional state or simply influenced by mental and physical fatigue. In contrast to this, Senge 
states: “True proactiveness comes from seeing how we contribute to our own problems. It is a 
product of our way of thinking, not our emotional state.” (Senge, 2006: 21) Senge continues: 
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“Focusing on events leads to ‘event’ explanations” (idem), which is what Maria does in this 
case.  
However, thinking retrospectively, Maria states: “This is the moment I did a mistake that 
almost became fatal: I started seeing also the qualities of Diana remarked by the Dutch” 
while she did “not think too much that Diana was the newest employee in the Foundation, or 
that she was a recent graduate” and consequently she proposed her the leading position. 
Further, she continues: “Back then, I proceeded fast, especially after that meeting with the 
Dutch, more in a manner like: «Take the helm and sail!»” (Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 
98). 
Leaving the matter of preparing a successor for the organization’s leading chair for further 
discussion in the following section, we cannot wonder how is it possible for Maria not to 
notice any of the problems so evident for the Dutch advisors’ group? We accept her 
deficiency towards economic aspects, but as a leader accustomed to manage an organization 
for 13 years being completely oblivion to a systemic perspective of the organizational context 
emphasizes Maria’s attention for detail taken to extreme. In Senge’s opinion regarding 
systemic thinking, when one micro-manages he/she is prone to losing sight of the whole 
(Senge 2006: 42). Here is how the fifth learning disability, or the parable of boiled frog of 
Senge becomes elucidatory - a “maladaptation to gradually building threats” (Senge 2006: 
22).  
 
The learning dilemma 
It is important to mention that Maria and her team realized what was causing the decrease in 
economic performance only at a later point in time, and not during the period the problems 
were actually unfolding (Appendix 3 – Adina’s interview, page 107). The consequences of 
actions and decisions taken over time, which are escaping what Senge calls “learning 
horizon” leads to a position where it “becomes impossible to learn from direct experience” 
(Senge, 2006: 23). This is observable in Maria’s case, highlighting further another learning 
disability. Being over-reliant on her capacity to learn from past experiences leads her to 
ignoring cues indicating towards precarious aspects of the business, like for instance 
regularly accountant reports. This could have been due to a continual denial (Baumeister et 
all, 1998: 1107) of the facts she did not want to face, which could have threatened her self-
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esteem. Therefore, her confidence and tranquility is deeply shaken when facing the reality 
exposed by the Dutch’s team evaluation. However, this represents a paradox in Senge’s 
perspective: “we learn best from experience but we never directly experience the 
consequences of many of our most important decisions” (Senge, 2006: 23). 
The fact that Maria did not receive any warnings from her accountant, leads us to the next 
learning disability: that of skill incompetence or, in Senge’s words, “the myth of the 
management team” (Senge, 2006: 24). Could it be due to the accountant’s lack of attention, 
overloaded with work or simply incompetence? Or maybe due to bad intention or fear of 
being fired if the issue was discovered late? Those were sensible questions that did not 
receive clear answers. Adina states: “It was like that but nobody seemed to notice that .. I 
don't know what to say .. It was definitely a miscommunication problem too.” (Appendix 3 – 
Adina’s interview, page 107). What the situational context unveils in this case is a deficient 
communication and a discrepancy between the team-ness believed to exist in the organization 
and the experienced reality. It would be easy to impose blame onto one of the team members; 
however such a situation could have been foreseen through a proper dialog and probably 
prevented. When inquiring into organizational blame culture, McLendon states: “people hide 
facts that managers need to control” (McLendon & Weinberg, 1996: 38) which relates in our 
apprehension with general Romanian context discussed in our first research question 
analysis.  
However, it would be opposed to the whole policy of learning disabilities to try and search 
for the enemy to blame instead of focusing on “seeing interrelationships rather than linear 
cause-effect chains” while “seeing processes of change rather than snapshots” (Senge, 2006: 
73). We find it sufficient to become aware of the great pool of details and subtle aspects 
which compose the organizational reality at Phoenix-Speranta and realize that sometimes the 
blame falls not only in the hands of one or more persons, but on the structure itself that hides 
learning disabilities, inherited possibly from the contextual background of the people. 
 
Sub-conclusion 
Although not stressed explicitly while analyzing this time frame and this disruption in the 
organization’s everyday reality, we emphasized on the learning disabilities pointing towards 
characteristics of founderitis as fear of criticism, a high tendency to micro-manage, to blame, 
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an intractably need for control, a tendency to take reactive decisions and delegating 
accountability of failure. 
As we perceived and understood the setting of Phoenix-Speranta, illustrated through concise 
examples of learning disabilities, while connecting them to some of the characteristics of a 
behavior marked by founder’s syndrome, things are not always positively oriented. 
Nevertheless, they are not always negative either. As we will show further, in Maria’s quest 
to find a proper solution while learning, the balance oscillates irregularly.  
 
4.2. Maria’s retreat - Diana’s succession 
The previous section, concerning the feedback from the Dutch, gave us an overview of the 
start of such a turbulent time. What we intend to do in this section of analysis is to look at the 
decisions taken by Maria after the evaluation meeting and at the potential learning abilities 
and disabilities they hold, by this revealing further symptoms of founderitis.  
Studies on leadership in turbulent organizational times show that “even leaders who would 
never become ‘dictators’, those devoted to servant leadership, may find themselves becoming 
autocratic. They want to help, so they exert more control over the disorder” (Wheatley, 2002: 
21). Consequently, the behavior of the founders/leaders in relation to decision-making 
becomes more controlling so as to assure that they keep the organization surviving and on 
course to fulfill its goals. Once a point of equilibrium is reached, their behavior usually 
becomes more empowering and participative (McNamara, 1998: 38). Nevertheless, in the 
case of an organization suffering from founder’s syndrome, the mechanisms used to take 
decisions do not change according to the organizational development curve. They continue to 
manifest the same need of the founder to control its organization from proximity (idem). Let 
us see what happened in Phoenix-Speranta’s case. 
 
Losing holistic overview 
After the feedback from the Dutch, Maria entered what could be called “a solution finding 
mode” and by acting reactively, she pushed herself aside of the organization as being the one 
mainly to blame for the poor performance of her organization. What could have been in this 
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case a good incentive to learn by a contribution of what was missing, has shifted towards 
blame combined with a reactive defense mechanism. 
As an affix to all this, during the visit of a Dutch advisor a few months later, he suggested 
Maria to name Diana as manager in her place and in this context, Maria retrospectively utters 
the following: “This is the moment I did a mistake that almost became fatal: I started seeing 
also the qualities of Diana remarked by the Dutch, and completely forgot about Adina, who 
was on maternity leave at that time. It was almost as if a curtain fell on my eyes and I only 
saw Diana.” (Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 98).  
Although connected with the arousal triggered by the feedback from Dutch in 2013 and 
Maria’s self-regulating processes, we cannot help wonder how is it possible for Maria to 
simply forget about Adina, her closest employee that she continuously promoted and 
prepared as her successor in the previous years. We will discuss this in the following, and the 
reason we do it extensively is because it reveals how the sensemaking process occurred at 
this stage in time is escalating problems in the organization onwards, serving as a clue in a 
chain-reaction related to other potential learning disabilities.  
Since the feedback from the Dutch was rather negative and it affected Maria’s perception of 
her leadership and management capacities (see section 4.1. Feedback from the Dutch advisor 
group, page 43), it created a moment of high arousal making Maria question her ability to 
manage the organization. Weick argues that such arousal can trigger profound acts of 
sensemaking and “has psychological significance because it prepares people for fight-or-
flight reactions” (Weick, 1995: 45). Moreover, the period between the feedback and the 
finding of a potential solution lasted several months, which left room for stronger negative 
emotions to build and Weick (1995: 49) contends that the stronger the emotions, the stronger 
the arousal. This can become quite detrimental for the sensemaking process:  
“An interruption produces arousal, but arousal uses up attention, reduces the cues that 
can be used in sensemaking, focuses attention on the interruption, and has the potential 
to escalate cognitive inefficiency. […] As arousal increases, however, people now begin 
to neglect some cues that are crucial for performance of their central task, and their 
performance drops.” (Weick, 1995: 101-102) 
What Weick argues here is the proof that in times of high stress and confusion that are 
coupled with strong emotions, one’s ability for rational thinking and finding solutions is 
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reduced and biased by the cues one is able to remember. In the words of Senge, Maria 
exhibited the fourth learning disability - fixation on events, from which point she started 
losing a sense of the whole (Senge, 2006: 20-21). Hence seeing only how she was to blame 
for the current situation, she became reactive in fighting the enemy “herself” (second and 
third learning disability) and decided that she needs to step out the organization. We can be 
entitled to argue that this could be a proper solution in this case, as it is argued by Kleibrink 
(2004: 6) and McNamara (1998: 41), but how many founders would be willing to give up the 
organization they have started? Nevertheless, at that moment in time, Maria did it.  
Weick (1995: 88) claims that “As turbulence goes up, so too does the use of intuition and 
heuristics”, admitting at the same time that studies on this matter have not yet prevailed in 
finding whether the performance of the organization is better when in such turbulent times 
and people enter into a mode of complex information processing for solution identification, 
or simply when they rely on less comprehensive mechanisms such as intuition and heuristics. 
This was also the case with Maria during the period between the feedback and finding some 
solutions for improvement. Namely, Maria admits that the decision to step back and let Diana 
take her position was a fast-taken decision: “Back then, I proceeded fast, especially after that 
meeting with the Dutch, more in a manner like: «Take the helm and sail!»” (Appendix 1- 
Field notes, page 98). 
 
Precipitated decision 
Weick continues to argue that in such moments of confusion, “almost any point of reference 
will do”, or further: “any old strategic plan will do” (Weick, 1995: 55). Her old strategic 
plan, set 4-5 years before, was to rejuvenate the management team on the assumptions that 
they are better at keeping up the pace with today’s business rhythms, better technologized 
and networked. However, at that time, Adina, her candidate to this position was in maternity 
leave and therefore, the moment the Dutch suggested Diana, a newly hired employee with a 
degree in psychology but taking on various other responsibilities, she started seeing her as the 
‘life buoy’ and got hung on it. What Maria thus missed was either to see that Diana was too 
young, inexperienced and lacking the seniority in the organization that would give her 
authority in front of the other employees. Since Maria was not facing the facts that were lying 
before her eyes, this could be seen as another denial (Baumeister et all, 1998: 1107) form to 
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cope with something that would threaten her image as a good manager. Namely, it would be 
a denial of the fact that none from the organization (Adina included) had a background in 
business studies necessary to uplift her social enterprise economically – due to past decisions 
when recruiting new employees. Due to denial, the double-loop learning (Argyris and Schön, 
1978: 2-3) was not reached because Maria did not arrive at the true underlying motives for 
the mistakes. 
Furthermore, the way the decision was taken also seemed precipitated in that, as Diana 
claims, the discussion happened just between her and Maria, and the rest of the team was not 
involved - including Adina (Appendix 2 – Diana’s interview, page 101). We wonder if public 
sensemaking would have been done, the solution had been different, or whether a more 
encompassing perspective would have been created. Either way, this signals Maria’s potential 
need of control from that time period, over who should take the lead when she leaves, instead 
of empowering the management team together with the co-founder to take this decision.  
Having in mind that Maria is a manager with experience of more than 13 years, her ability to 
appreciate the qualities in a potential successor recognizing the professional skills necessary 
to run such an organization makes us wonder if this could not be precisely founderitis in 
disguise. However, let us expand our inquisitive statement. Knowing Diana’s lack of 
experience, knowledge and authority, we wonder rhetorically: did Maria really believe that 
Diana is a relevant, indefinite option, or she wanted a person over which she had control and 
influence, allowing an experiment or a relief period to test her ability to let go? The second 
option would inevitably lead towards a self-fulfilling prophecy (Weick, 1995: 54) in which 
Maria not only appoints a successor knowing from the beginning she has a high probability to 
fail, but would inevitably use Diana as a scapegoat, ensuring that her return will be 
recognized and required. Above all this, at the moment of her return, the results of the intense 
changes made in her absence, but with her advice (difficult times for the organization) will 
start to become visible and she, as the savior, will be associated with the benefits. However, 
these ideas are our assumed interpretations for which we have no data to confirm and 
investigate further. We chose to present them as possible concealed learning disabilities, 
without an influence on the following analytical process. Moreover, the reasons for Diana’s 
retreat will be discussed in more details in the following section. 
From a position of blaming herself as a manager and not her management team’s skills in 
business, Maria ended up in an even greater arousal. This relates to Bandura’s (1991: 253) 
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self-judgment, psychological function that helps a person self-regulate. Namely, the cognitive 
dissonance (Festinger, 1957) that she entered when receiving the feedback on her 
organization’s performance was reduced by the self-response strategy (Bandura, 1991: 256) 
of punishing herself for not meeting her own standards. In psychology, this is called 
fundamental attribution error: blaming internal causes, even though there are situational 
variables7, and is a human defense mechanism that stems from the person’s upbringing and 
life events.  Consequently, Maria took important strategic decisions in moments of strong 
emotional states that perturb the sensemaking process and decrease the ability to look for 
problems and solutions holistically. 
Although part of a process which cannot be completely defined in separate events because of 
their inherent character, Maria’s retreat and Diana’s succession are based on identification 
with the positions held in the organization, but illustrated in aspects which seem 
fundamentally opposed: the leader and the want-to-be leader. Here is how, after an implicit 
undesirable character of the process of identification with one’s position as a first learning 
disability, we come to admit the importance of an assumed label as the acknowledgement of 
the momentary standpoint in order to establish a further goal. For instance, if Maria would 
have been able to slow down her cognitive processes in the high arousal moment and think 
holistically, she could have found other solutions to the problem. On the other side, if Diana 
would have had a proper introduction and establishment into the leading position with 
Maria’s help - and by that we are thinking of a period of training, testing and staff 
upbringing, probably the results would have proven different. Because decisions were taken 
at a fast pace and there was no time for Maria to take Diana through a process of “guided 
mastery modeling” (Wood & Bandura, 1989: 363) and build her managerial and leading 
skills as well as self-efficacy, like she did with Adina, Diana’s chances for a successful 
transition have proved unfavorably low. Nevertheless, this would represent only half the 
presumed solution to this problem. It has little to do with the identification with a position, 
but rather with the fact that the starting place of constructing such an image (of a leader) was 
not even reached. However, following an understanding of a prior decision, Maria stated 
retrospectively: “I believe empowerment should be a process, not a moment”, which makes 
us assume a learned lesson.  
                                                
7 http://psychology.about.com/od/socialpsychology/a/attribution.htm 
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Nevertheless, the point of these observations is far from putting blame on Maria for the 
organizational dysfunctions. We acknowledge that her reaction comes from the sensitive 
personality she has, remarked during the research trip several times (Appendix 1- Field notes, 
page 92, 95), as well as from her best intentions for the organization that she started and 
developed for the last 13 years. Rather, what we want to point towards are the structural 
disabilities in sensemaking and decision-making, stemming from the leader, team and 
cultural context, which lie at the grounds of Phoenix-Speranta and the power they have to 
disrupt stable organizational development.  
 
Sub-conclusion 
In this section we have continued to unfold the learning disabilities manifested at Phoenix-
Speranta in conjunction with the negative feedback from the Dutch group. The evaluation 
gave rise to Maria’s strong emotional dissonance between a constructed self-image as leader 
and the manifested one, and to an escalation of learning disabilities that threatened the 
organization’s development: losing the holistic overview of event explanations due to 
fixation on events, taking precipitated decisions in high arousal moments that fight the wrong 
enemies and not being able to find solutions in overview.  
The patterns of reactive behavior in the turbulent times that Phoenix-Speranta displayed 
during 2013-2014 seemed to not be directly linked with founderitis. What studies on this 
syndrome show is that such founders usually find it difficult to abandon their organization 
(Kleibrink, 2004: 5; Adams, 2005: 6). Nevertheless, as we will see in the following section, 
the connection to Maria’s reaction and founderitis is very subtle. 
 
4.3. Maria’s return to the leading position of Phoenix-Speranta 
The reason we find relevant to relate to the process of Maria’s return is due to the existence 
of a clue in the fact that Diana did not succeed in her managerial period which caught our 
attention; one that we can link further to learning disabilities and to the need of control, 
prevalent in founderitis.  
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Obstacles in Diana’s path 
To begin with, while Diana was managing, several vulnerabilities started to come about. 
Firstly,  
“Diana had issues with imposing her authority and credibility not only over Adina, 
but over other employees as well. This was partly because she was the newest in the 
organization and the others had a hard time seeing and accepting her as superior; 
and partly because she was young (a bit over 25 years old) and inexperienced in 
imposing her authority.” (as recounted by Adnana in Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 
99). Secondly, Maria added: “During that year, I often noticed that in order to avoid a 
confrontation with the employee to whom she asked things, Diana started doing them 
herself. The lack of authority was resolved counter-productively. This would 
sometimes decrease Diana’s self-confidence and thus the motivation.” (Appendix 1 - 
Field notes, page 98).  
Lastly, because of her oblivion to inform Adina about the fact that Diana was going to replace 
her as manager, at Adina’s return from maternity leave, “the relation between Adina and 
Diana worsened, became tensioned, and a sort of competition developed between them. 
Furthermore, the cohesion of the team also fell apart. These things «threatened to undermine 
a nice future in the organization»” (Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 98). This was confirmed 
by Adina and Diana in their interviews (Appendix 3 – Adina’s interview, page 106; Appendix 
2 – Diana’s interview, page 101). 
The fact that Diana had troubles in exercising her management role does not come as a 
surprise, considering that she was inexperienced and she did not benefit a proper-guided 
mastery modeling process (Wood & Bandura, 1989: 363). She lacked the self-directed 
success process (idem) in relation to which Wood & Bandura argues that “if they do not gain 
sufficient success to convince themselves of their new effectiveness, they will apply the new 
skills weakly and inconsistently, and they will rapidly abandon their newly acquired skills 
when they either fail to get quick results or experience difficulties.” (Wood & Bandura, 1989: 
364) This failure can be seen in Diana’s lack of self-efficacy. Wood and Bandura (1989: 364) 
claim that it is not only the skills that affect the level of performance of a person, but also the 
level of self-efficacy. They argue that the higher the self-efficacy one has, the higher his/her 
motivation and efforts to succeed, which leads to a higher likelihood of better performance.  
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Maria’s “shadow” of control 
Apart from this, neither does the fact that the team cohesion had suffered surprises us, 
considering that at the moment of coming back, Adina, who has been promised this position 
by Maria for several years, felt betrayed. The puzzling factor in our opinion in this story is 
found in the following:  “Even though Maria was at that time working full time at CITO, she 
kept contact with Diana and advised her on many things. She tried in this time to also repair 
the wounds she had caused to Adina and her relation to Diana.” (Appendix - Field notes, 
page 99) Moreover, by finding out that things were not going smoothly, Maria “confessed 
that at the bottom of her heart, she started feeling bad about leaving the Foundation and 
about seeing its work of more than 10 years weakening” (Appendix - Field notes, page 99). 
On Diana and Adina’s insistence, Maria finally decided to return. 
What catches our attention here is the fact that Maria kept close contact with the Diana and 
the management team during the time she was away. By this, Maria was always up-to-date 
with the course of events in the organization. One could argue that this comes only natural, as 
a way for Maria to assure that the organization progresses. Block (2004: 136) confirms that 
beyond the reasons why a founder chooses to give up the leadership of the organization he/ 
she founded, the founder always maintains a consideration and interest in organization’s 
prosperity (Block, 2004: 136). Nevertheless, we were puzzled about what this close contact 
could actually mean. Beyond the interest and passion for the social cause of the Foundation, 
we can also perceive an identification with an infatuated image of a leader which can 
maintain control of what she previously let go. 
That which at first seems a decision taken from a great consideration for the organization, in 
Senge’s second learning disability is regarded as reactivity mistaken as proactivity (Senge, 
2006: 20-21). If Maria’s decision to return is a consequence of a sensemaking process which 
involves self-blame for her own decision to name Diana as successor - a decision which has 
indeed proven inefficient with time -, then this becomes another event-generated and event-
oriented solution (the learning disability of fixation on events – Senge, 2006: 22). Namely, 
Maria’s decision is a reaction to correct something which she regrets: “a mistake that almost 
became fatal” (Appendix - Field notes, page 98); or else, a reaction involving an aspect 
maybe less obvious, against that which now could be perceived as embodying “the enemy” of 
the organization’s health: Diana with a deficient management.  
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Even though Maria’s contact with Diana during this time was to keep track of her progress 
and offer advice, we believe a slight tendency for control was also manifested indirectly, 
which is due to a potential lack of trust in Diana’s capabilities to manage Phoenix-Speranta 
efficiently. This leads us to the Charles Handy speaks about the trust-control dilemma: “The 
managerial dilemma is always how to balance trust and control”; “If control is increased, 
trust is decreased. An increase in trust is only believed and therefore only effective if 
accompanied by a decrease in control.” (Handy, 1993: 332). Handy further ads: “One of the 
preconditions of trust […] was a knowledge of, a confidence in, one’s subordinates.” (idem). 
Therefore, Maria’s contact with Diana can signal a decrease or lack of trust in Diana’s ability 
to manage. However, Handy points to another interesting aspect: “Where a control 
mechanism exists, the tendency is for the subordinate to rely on it – i.e. to push things to the 
limit in the expectation that if he pushes them too far he will be pulled back”. (Handy, 1993: 
283) What this entails in Diana’s case is that because of Maria’s inherent need for control 
(we will discuss it more amply in the following section as micromanagement), she 
established a structural pattern in the organization based on the second and third learning 
disabilities: “the enemy is out there” (Senge 2006: 19) – i.e. “my employees are not good 
enough”; and “the illusion of taking charge” (Senge 2006: 20) – i.e. “I need to control them 
more to make sure they do their tasks as supposed to”. The established control mechanism in 
the organization leaves the employees with a feeling of insecurity and therefore of not taking 
full responsibility of their tasks. Maria’s attitude of being at disposal after her retreat as 
manager left Diana with the same back-up solution. In our words: “I can always go to her 
when I face problems” or “I only accepted this position as probation anyway”. We therefore 
enter again a new self-fulfilling prophecy: fearing that Diana will fail because of her 
inexperience, Maria increased her control on Diana which eventually lead her to fail more 
and fulfill Maria’s initial expectation.  
Diana confirms this supposition in her interview:  
“The proposition to replace her (Maria) came in an interesting context .. it was just two 
of us .. and I've accepted in an experiential manner. This was also because I intended to 
make some changes into my personal life, and because I was not sure if I could actually 
handle it. Therefore, accepting this position for a limited period of time of one year 
made sense to me. Consequently these things didn't work too well.” (Appendix 2 – 
Diana’s interview, page 101) 
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The fact that Maria continues to be unaware of this mechanism – at least this is our 
impression – leads to pointing to the fifth and sixth learning disabilities: not seeing how her 
controlling attitude leads to the escalation of the fears she is fighting most, she misses to learn 
holistically from this experience. 
We believe this finding is very important in relation to founderitis because it shows that if a 
founder is to leave his/her own organization, the rupture needs to be total in the sense that the 
organization needs to be allowed to move on independently of her/his vision. Otherwise, if 
his/her influence is maintained in the organization, mechanisms of control will continue to 
maintain the learning disabilities. 
 
The role of self-efficacy in entrepreneurial events 
We find relevant to emphasize on the importance of self-efficacy in the case of Diana’s 
succession. In a study conducted by Dalborg and Wincent, a link between pull-
entrepreneurship8, self-efficacy and passion was found, which we find relevant to mention 
here: “being pulled toward opportunities to start a business is not directly required for 
entrepreneurial passion to develop. Instead, pull entrepreneurship increases self-efficacy and 
assists the individual to develop the skills typical of an entrepreneur. This instills the 
individual self-efficacy beliefs, which in turn are prerequisite for passion to grow.” (Dalborg 
& Wincent, 2014: 1). Even though it is not about a start-up in our case, the reason we find it 
relevant is due to the link between self-efficacy and the ability to lead.  
If we are to relate this to Diana’s case, the fact that Maria proposed her the opportunity to 
take Phoenix-Speranta’s lead, gave her a sense of confidence that she is able do it. It is what 
Shapero (1982) calls the “entrepreneurial event” or “displacement”. Krueger & Brazeal 
(1994: 93) claim that “Displacement precipitates a change in behavior and the decision 
maker seeks the best opportunity available from her or his enacted set of alternatives”. 
Maria’s offer pulled Diana’s beliefs of self-efficacy and she took the opportunity. Following 
Dalborg & Wincent line of thought, this had enough potential to make Diana put effort into 
                                                
8 “ ‘Pull’ entrepreneurs are those who are lured by their new venture idea and initiate venture activity because 
of the attractiveness of the business idea and its personal implications. ‘Push’ entrepreneurs are those whose 
dissatisfaction with their positions, for reasons unrelated to their entrepreneurial characteristics, pushes them 
to start a venture.” (Amit & Muller, 1995:1) 
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acquiring the necessary entrepreneurial/managerial skills. Had Diana encountered gradual 
positive outcomes along the way, her self-efficacy would have grown and therefore also her 
passion. Nevertheless, because the situation was opposite, it drove her self-efficacy down, as 
we can see in her words, when asked about what challenges she faced as a manager: “the 
expectation to see quick results. Maybe a common thing among social economy management, 
I don't know. I'm not a specialist, but probably business oriented managers have more flair 
for noticing small advancements .. maybe 1 or 2 percent...” (Appendix 2 – Diana’s interview, 
page 102).  
Indeed, in this period she needed a supportive attitude to raise her self-confidence. Wood & 
Bandura (1989: 384) argues that self-efficacy is raised by means of constructive feedback and 
guided practice. We do not know whether the feedback Maria gave to Diana during her 
absence was constructive or not. However, we believe that her unnoticed need of control 
drove the trust she displayed in Diana down and so her self-efficacy.  Namely, she withdrew 
the “pull” effect she had on Diana when offering her the leading position. 
One could fairly ask: How could Maria have had enough confidence in Diana, knowing that 
she lacked managerial skills and did not have a proper training? A response would be that 
Maria should not have placed her in that position. However, remaining on the actual line of 
events, Handy argues: “Like a leap in the dark, trust must be given if it is to be received. This 
is not as trite as it may sound. If a superior wishes to get the benefits from trust, she must 
initiate the process, give trust and release control and then sit back and wait. If proved 
wrong, she can withdraw the trust and replace the controls.”  (Handy, 1993: 284).  
 
Retrospective thinking 
Regarding her past decision to name Diana in Phoenix-Speranta’s leading chair, but with 
reference to both Diana and Adina, Maria states “I would like that the manager will stand out 
from them naturally, when she feels ready” (Maria in Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 95), 
proving a deeper understanding of the succession process and a learning ability of a more 
encompassing, systemic perspective; or so it seems to be at this stage of the analysis.  
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However, we have to assess two determinant aspects into this matter - the time at which 
Maria decided to leave the organization for good, which is approaching, and a quest to 
prepare an excellent leader, the way she envisions it. 
When addressing these matters, Diana critically states: “I would say that the whole thing with 
this management strategy in which Maria is intending to coach someone to take the lead by 
2018 is a big problem .. and I consider someone from outside with a business orientation to 
learn its social aspects and not otherwise, because is much more difficult.” (Appendix 2 – 
Diana’s interview, Page 104) 
Having this in mind, the idea of a reactive decision from Maria seems to be enforced by the 
pressure to repair her mistake, relieve the inner dissonance of the “weakening organization” 
and bring Phoenix-Speranta back on track. We emphasize back on track to highlight another 
possible learning disability and characteristic of founder’s syndrome: that of showing little 
acceptance for collective sensemaking, collective learning and collective decision making 
and rather trying to bring the course of the organization back to how the founder envisions it. 
It would have been interesting to have information about how the collective learning occurred 
during and after Maria’s return, however we do not have data to discuss these aspects. All we 
know is that Diana’s ability to communicate and her interrelationship skills were seen by 
Maria and admitted by Diana herself as deficient (Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 99; 
Appendix 2 – Diana’s interview, page 102). Beyond that no other considerations seems to be 
made against Diana. In fact, as seen closer to the present, Maria states positively: “It is only 
now that we start to see the results of the economic measures” (Appendix 1 - Field notes, 
page 100), meaning the measures that started to be taken during Diana’s lead. 
Reflecting onto the sixth and seventh learning disabilities, although “the team cohesion and 
relations improved” and Maria declares that things “are almost back to normal” (Appendix 
1 - Field notes, page 100), we cannot help wondering to what extent Maria is receptive 
towards other people’s feedback regarding the whole process with the changing management. 
Furthermore what was the contribution of the input received in her internal sensemaking 
processes while apart from Phoenix-Speranta? Did she consider having an open discussion 
for a collective sensemaking? And how are those incidents reflected in her current leadership 
style? However related to Maria’s return, all these issues will be discussed in the next part of 
the analysis for they reflect more the current organizational reality at the Foundation. 
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Sub-conclusion 
The main learning point from this section come in relation to the difficulty of managing the 
balance between trust and control and the importance this has in an organization in the 
transition process from one leader to another. The control mechanisms prevalent in Phoenix-
Speranta come from the identification with the position of a manager (first learning 
disability) who feels entitled to prevent the successor (the enemy – who is not good enough) 
from making mistakes (reactiveness in disguise). This further drove down the trust Maria 
exerted in Diana and the self-efficacy she instilled in her follower, which further lead to a 
self-fulfilling prophecy of failure. These patterns of behavior are predominant in founderitis 
and while they inhibit the development of the organization on the vision of the new leader, 
they maintain their effect due to unawareness from behalf of the founder – Maria - of the 
detriments it poses through her behavior. This is the sixth learning disability – the delusion of 
learning from experience. 
4.4. The Monday management meeting 
During the research trip, different cues indicating that Maria has tendencies towards 
micromanagement were observed and since we see them as a consequence of the third 
learning disability – “the illusion of taking charge” (Senge, 2006: 20) - and linked with the 
rest of the disabilities, we will in the following alternate different examples of how it 
manifests in Maria’s case and analyze their influence on the smooth organizational 
development. 
The reason we have decided to give an entire section to the Monday management meeting is 
because we want to rest more on details in leader-follower relations that we have observed 
during our research. More precisely, this section focuses on subtle cues from this meeting 
that our observer has attended, and some other incidents that took place during the visit at 
Phoenix-Speranta’s premises and were related to the meeting. 
 
Being organized or being in control of the agenda 
To start with, Adnana, the ethnographer, noticed the following: “After the small talk, Maria 
presented her agenda for the day. It did not seem to me that the employees had a role in 
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choosing the agenda, but that it was Maria’s plan thought from beforehand.” (Appendix 1 - 
Field notes, page 90) and as observed further, the only part where the attendees were able to 
suggest a topic was the last one, called “Miscellaneous”. Indeed, as the observer also pointed, 
“The agenda concerned the most imperious tasks” (idem) for the week. It is only natural that 
a manager identifies himself/herself with the position and takes the role of organizing and 
mediating such a meeting. Nevertheless, we cannot help notice that it was not an empowering 
way to make the agenda. If other important issues would have come about during the 
weekend and the attendees wanted to include them on the agenda, they would only be 
reserved with the time remaining at the end to discuss them. It is our assumption that if they 
have been encouraged to involve in planning it, they would have felt that they are more part 
of a participative meeting than on a controlled one. 
Mixed messages are being sent here. On one hand, the atmosphere of the meeting seemed 
relaxed, familiar, with the ladies sitting close to each other; the tone of the voice, the small 
jokes and Maria’s attitude pointed to an atmosphere that wanted to be participative, 
encouraging. On the other hand, Maria controlled what topics and in which order were to be 
discussed. A similar approach occurred in relation to the visit of the Dutch that was about to 
happen the week after: “After Maria finishes presenting the schedule for guests at the event, 
she asks “Do you have any commentaries to it?” and the others approve it by saying «It 
seems good enough to us». What I remarked is that Maria was again the one who made the 
plan alone and presented it to her employees for feedback; they were not encouraged to 
influence it, but rather to confirm its suitability” (Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 91). The 
question “Do you have commentaries to it” points towards that the role the team members 
had in this case were of confirming Maria’s position, authority and power, not so much about 
influencing her decisions, i.e. “Do you find my ideas good enough versus What do you think 
about my ideas? Do you have any suggestions?” We therefore see it as another tacit need of 
control, stemming from the identification with the position I am the manager, encapsulating 
once again Senge’s (2006: 18) first learning disability. 
 
Sending mixed messages: collaborative, yet blaming culture 
While these observations concern some aspects that could be seen as minor, there was 
another moment, this time of tension, which reflected a similar tendency from Maria. “At a 
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certain point, there was a slight contradiction regarding the launch of the soaps. Maria 
wanted to have them wrapped and labeled with their ingredients for the event” (Appendix 1 - 
Field notes, page 90), but some contradictions arose from this, with the members pointing 
towards different impediments to doing it as Maria wanted. As tension was accumulating and 
people became slightly agitated, Maria’s reaction became authoritative: “Maria maintains her 
calm and with diplomacy concludes that «More work seems OK with me» and so the 
discussion on the topic terminates, with Adina seeming not so happy about it.” (Appendix 1 - 
Field notes, page 91). Maria’s attitude here points to both a rejection or possibly fear of 
conflict - later confirmed by Adina (Appendix 3 – Adina’s interview, page 108), which in 
turn could have been used as a momentum for creative thinking, towards the seventh learning 
disability, confirming what Senge claims: “Most management teams break down under 
pressure” (Senge, 2006: 25).  
What happens at a subconscious level is that when the position of ‘I, the manager, am in 
control of the situation’ is challenged by the accumulation of tension between team members 
and the self-image risks to be affected, the leader enters into a cognitive dissonance and 
therefore a “fight or flight reaction” (Weick, 1995: 45). From the first learning disability, in 
trying to resolve this dissonance, Maria enters a second one: she needs to find a culprit and 
her resolution comes from finding the problem in the employees in that “they are young/ 
inexperienced” and therefore needs to control them more. She becomes defensive in 
protecting this self-image and therefore reactive in fighting the enemy out there (third 
learning disability) (Senge, 2006: 19). McLendon and Weinberg (1996: 37) claim “When the 
top leadership is incongruent, middle managers constantly receive mixed messages.” This is 
also the case with Maria: she creates an atmosphere encouraging discussion, but at the end, 
her opinion becomes polarized, imposed to the team, and the “respectful interaction in which 
trust, trustworthiness and self-respect develop equally” (Weick, 2002: S9) fades away.  
In the article Puzzles in organizational learning (2002), Weick speaks about the “values that 
get pushed aside in the rough-and-tumble of everyday living” and among others, mentions 
respect:  
“People also value respect. But respect is in short supply for novices. Instead, 
novices are exposed to testing, hazing, abuse, slamming — all of which make it 
harder for them to develop skills. […] In this atmosphere novices are reluctant to 
speak up, their questions go unanswered, their lack of confidence makes mistakes 
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more likely and trainee who make mistakes are seldom given responsible tasks, 
which means their learning proceeds even more slowly.” (Weick, 2002: S10)  
To be remarked is that the style of the blaming culture pervasive at Phoenix-Speranta is 
indirect and subtle (McLendon and Weinberg, 1996: 37), because Maria terminated the 
discussion in a calm and diplomatic manner. However, the fact that she did not allow room 
for making compromises and reaching agreement, Maria indirectly catalogued the opinions 
divergent with hers, inappropriate and by that, she put a shadow of blame on the subordinates 
(idem). The reason this structural learning disability is toxic to the organizational culture and 
development is because by avoiding disagreement, Maria also avoids a collective discussion 
that could reveal the different opinions in a manner that could allow team learning to occur. 
More than that, she discourages her followers to advocate viewpoints, take initiative, and 
consequently does not support learning from mistakes.  
 
The effect of micro-management on self-efficacy 
When Maria is fighting the enemy out there and micro-manages decision making, she steps 
away from the guided mastery modeling process of developing competencies in followers 
(Wood & Bandura, 1989: 363). As presented in the theory chapter, crucial in this process is 
that the learner needs to “not fear making mistakes or appearing inadequate” (idem), as this 
lowers the self-efficacy and drives motivation and performance down. In relation to this, 
what was also noticed during the management meeting is the power/dominance roles during 
the discussion: Adina dared to advocate her view and Maria tacitly empowered this by 
looking in her direction for opinion or confirmation occasionally (Appendix 1 - Field notes, 
page 91), although at the end she cut Adina’s initiative by imposing her own viewpoint. 
Block (2004: 146) relates the use of personal dominance with founderitis as a manifestation 
of the need for power.  
The cues from micro-expressions in behavior are pointing towards another slight danger: it 
can potentially disempower Diana and can risk making her feel insecure about her own 
opinions, especially since Maria does so after Diana retreated from the leading position with 
a wounded self-image. According to Bandura’s triadic reciprocal causation (Bandura, 1989), 
just as these signals are noticed by the observer, the meeting participants also take notice of 
them, even though only at a subconscious level, and are therefore affected by them. 
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The conversation during the management meeting seemed to end up rather 
bargaining/transactional, confirming Senge’s statement: “Most managers find collective 
inquiry quite threatening” (Senge, 2006: 25). In Weick’s terms - public sensemaking, and the 
value of such approach to decision-making, reveals the point from where the learning 
disabilities at Phoenix-Speranta noticed during the management meeting come from - that of 
I am my position: 
“Gleason said that when fighting fires, he prefers to view his leadership efforts as 
sense-making rather than decision-making. In his words, 'if I make a decision it is a 
possession, I take pride in it, I tend to defend it and not listen to those who question it. 
If I make sense, then this is more dynamic and I listen and I can change it. A decision 
is something you polish. Sensemaking is a direction for the next period’. (Weick, 
2002: S9) 
Maria’s actual behavior comes in contrast with what she stated at some point during the field 
research: “I do not impose my view, based on my many years’ experience, in a manner like «I 
have been through this before so I know better.» Rather, we don’t do anything here without 
debating.” (Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 99). The source of this incongruence and the 
mixed messages she is sending, come from the cognitive dissonances created between the 
ideal leadership style that she would like to embody and what she actually manifests. 
Namely, it is about the battle for self-actualization, between a subconscious need of Maria to 
have the final word in decision making from the position of manager, fighting with her 
conscious desire to empower her followers and allow them freedom to influence the course of 
the organization. It is a sign of a poor self-regulation capacity of one’s behavior, starting with 
self-observation and self-judgment functions (Bandura, 1991: 249). 
During the management meeting, another decision-making episode that relates to the issue of 
self-efficacy caught the observer’s attention. We will present it entirely here as was written in 
the Appendix 1 - Field notes (page 91): 
“Diana brings back into discussion a topic that was left behind earlier: the 
creation/replacement of some photo canvases to be hung up on the walls before the 
event. Diana, who seems to have a responsibility on this, fights with some decisions 
regarding how they should look like and where they should be placed. It seemed to me 
that the matter regarded easy-to-take decisions, and yet she avoided taking them. 
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Maria does not really support her view. Adina intervenes confidently with a 
suggestion and Maria quickly approves. Maria then asks everybody at the table where 
canvases should be placed, and looks in Adina’s direction, almost like she was 
waiting for her opinion. In fact, I often remarked that Maria looks at Adina for 
confirmation. Maria signals that these canvases will mean extra money and then 
remembers: «we should also search for roll-ups», but does not assign the task to 
someone. And so, these two issues remain somehow hung in the air.” 
What caught our attention here is that Diana displays an attitude of lack of confidence in 
taking some decisions that, at least from our point of view, are easy to take. In this 
conversation she seemed like she needed an external authority to be able to take the decision 
in an area that was decided at some point to be in her responsibility. One is of course entitled 
to need a second opinion, and Diana could have simply asked for it in a casual conversation 
at another time, not necessarily bringing it to the management meeting. However, we 
interpret Diana’s insecurity as lack of self-efficacy (Wood & Bandura, 1989: 364), which 
makes her dependent on Maria’s final word. Moreover, we see it as a lack of delegated 
authority, and therefore not truly empowered in the decision-making.  
Additionally, the fact that Maria displays more trust in Adina than Diana could be natural, 
since Adina has more experience. However, this lack of trust could also be a remnant of her 
past failure to manage Phoenix-Speranta, as seen by Handy (1993: 284): “Trust is fragile 
commodity. Like glass, once shattered, it is never the same again. The subordinate must 
always live up to the trust invested in him if that trust is to continue“. Although the signals of 
distrust are barely susceptible, we believe the subconscious takes notice of them. As 
discussed in the previous section, they can be discouraging for Diana and decrease her self-
efficacy even further. As a proof of this, when asked about how she sees her future at 
Phoenix-Speranta, Diana declared: “Executive management is what I like to do - as I 
discovered. And even if someone else comes I would still like to continue to do what I do now. 
I don't see myself as a person to take decisions” (Appendix 2 – Diana’s interview, page 104).  
A last observation regarding this meeting discussion is related to the way it is closed: openly, 
with no clear decisions taken or clear delegation of tasks, time frame etc. Although we do not 
have clear proof for this supposition, we link it with the fact that because it was not on 
Maria’s agenda initially, the topic did not receive enough attention. Following this line of 
thought, Block (1996: 47) argues “Holding on to privilege is an act of self-interest, the 
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antithesis of service and stewardship.” Maria, the moderator of the meeting did not “own” 
the topic, so less importance was given to solving it, this pointing to a potential subtle self-
interested attitude. 
 
Delegating the accountability of failure, but not the power of decisions  
Another clue from the management meeting, that left the observer wondering if it was 
indicating a need for control or not, was when in the face of some important deadlines to 
come in the following days, Maria proposed another meeting in 3 days, adding with a smile: 
“I promise I will leave you in peace” (Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 90). The observer 
noted: “I was not really sure what she meant by this, if she will try to not give them extra 
tasks to interrupt them from their work, or simply that she will try not to inspect too much on 
them before Thursday.” (idem), meaning that she will try to reduce her controlling behavior. 
Supportive of this line of reasoning, Adina’s statement when asked about her collaboration 
with Maria, is rather hesitant:  
“Well, how to put it .. at first it was like .. «We'll met every morning, so that you tell me 
what's the agenda of the day». Uh, when I was hearing this.. oahh (laughing)  […] In 
the beginning it was so stressful to be prepared, you know ... Later on she started 
asking «What are we going to do today? You tell me, let's see» .. such a different 
level!” (Appendix 3 – Adina’s interview, page 109) 
Adina’s testimony reveals the effect of Maria’s prevalent micromanagement on her 
motivation and self-efficacy, leading to a point of stress to rise up to the demands of her 
leader, while feeling a low level of trust and empowerment to do things independently. As 
Wood & Bandura argues in relation to the guided mastering modeling, while in the beginning 
a more directive style is needed to show the employee the better ways to reach the goals, a 
sense of trust is also necessary as an encouragement in order to build self-efficacy (Wood & 
Bandura, 1989: 363). As this example shows, micromanagement is hindering the process. 
Another instance related to minor decisions came later that day, when Corina, the accountant, 
came to ask Maria where to place the first-aid medical boxes in the building in order to 
comply with the law, as a follow up on a discussion from the morning meeting. The 
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observer’s notes to this were: “Maria didn’t necessarily impose her view, but had the final 
word on it and Corina took her view as granted. What surprised me in this is that the 
employees come to ask Maria about issues as simple as this one.” (Appendix 1 - Field notes, 
page 97)  
What was observed during the field research was that Maria’s door is always opened for 
asking opinions/advice and that the “offices of the main employees are close to each other 
and close to Maria’s, thus facilitating cooperation” (Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 98). 
However, the fact that employees feel comfortable to knock on Maria’s door easily, even for 
small issues, could be interpreted as a consequence of micromanagement. Although, as a first 
impression it gives a feeling of team-ness, and of a collaborative kind of culture, at the same 
time, it seems that the team members have the role of supporting the leader’s function, 
helping Maria to confirm her decisions and position. Moreover, Maria ends up delegating the 
accountability of failure, but not the power of taking decisions. Therefore, each time results 
were positive, she could inherently take the credits since she had the final say, but when the 
opposite occurs, a sense of blame is dispersed on the others - some well-concealed first and 
second learning disabilities. 
 
The delusion of learning from experience 
Another dissonance observed, pointing to a learning disability, comes from her stated desire 
to prepare the future leader to gain the necessary skills and competences for her succession, 
and her current behavior and actions. During a later conversation Maria stated: “I believe 
empowerment should be a process, not a moment. It should be well directed for a period of 
time, to avoid the risk that the follower gets carried away by the delight of power, without 
seeing that it involves less pleasant things that one must do. They need to somehow be made 
known to the follower, through small experiences, to be sure that she/he has gone through a 
training (in terms of communication, delegation etc.).” (Appendix 1 - Field notes, page 94). 
While this sounds very much in line with transformational leadership, it nevertheless differs 
greatly from her actual leadership style. 
Maria’s tendency for micromanagement resembles again a self-fulfilling prophecy: I do not 
trust that my employees will perform well enough, therefore I will monitor them more closely 
and from the blaming processes and focusing on small events/mistakes (third learning 
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disability – Senge, 2006: 20), their self-trust and self-efficacy lowers and they become more 
likely to make more mistakes. This ends up confirming the leader’s initial expectation and 
reinforces the initial assumption and first learning disability: I am the manager, I know best 
in what is right for my organization. Consequently, a vicious circle arises, that has not an 
easy way out. If we are to remind Weick’s perspective: “The effective leader is the one who 
[…] is deeply aware of personal ignorance.” (Weick, 2001: 94), then we see once again how 
denial stays in the way of organizational learning and development. 
The fixation on minor details prevents Maria from monitoring the overall performance of her 
followers or the organization itself and by this is highlighted the fourth learning disability: 
instead of seeing how she has been a cause of the situation, reactively she is fighting the 
enemy out there, looking for event explanations and their failure out of the context. 
Consequently, she loses sight of the way her behavior is escalating the insecurity among her 
followers and instead of empowering, she imposes decisions and controls people (fifth 
learning disability – Senge, 2006: 22). Moreover, she seems to fail in learning from the 
consequences of her actions with which she can no longer see the connection (sixth learning 
disability – Senge, 2006: 23) and whenever the events at micro-level do not go according to 
her expectations, she regressively returns to a previous state of close control mode, and the 
circle is perpetuated.  
 
Sub-conclusion 
In the previous section of the analysis we have seen how Maria became more reflective and 
has learned important lessons from the turbulent times that were triggered with the feedback 
from the Dutch. Perhaps this is due to the fact that we were relating to substantial decisions 
and their consequences. However, when we are looking at micro-level, at the small behaviors 
acted on a daily basis, Maria proves she is unable to take notice and learn from the mistakes. 
The need of control creates a dissonance with the collaborative culture Maria wants to instill 
in Phoenix-Speranta and thus, the mixed messages she is sending by not showing enough 
trust, drives down the follower’s self-efficacy and perpetuates a structure in which they need 
more control to have confidence in fulfilling the tasks. Moreover, when accountability for 
failure is delegated poorly, a subtle culture of blame is born that drives out self-efficacy even 
more.  
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Chapter V:  Discussion 
 
 
While the analysis was aimed predominantly at uncovering the learning disabilities at 
Phoenix-Speranta, we initiate the discussion with the following question: How do these 
learning disabilities directly relate to the manifestation of founder’s syndrome and impede the 
organizational development? Essentially, they gave rise to various simultaneous paradoxes 
and their very existence leads to counter-productive behaviors and decisions. We will take 
them in pairs of dissonances - positive and negative related symptoms -, and discuss their 
practical implications in the following. 
 
Open boundaries for learning, yet dysfunctional intra-organizational learning 
One of the first positive aspects noticed in relation to Phoenix-Speranta was their open 
boundaries to allowing us to penetrate into their organizational life for research purposes, not 
only as visitors, but also as observers of their daily life and managerial meetings. They did it 
in the light of “There is always something we can learn from the others”. While it is an 
attitude they generally express to whoever takes contact with them and initially gave us the 
impression of similarities to a learning organization, it surprised us to see this attitude coming 
in opposition to the many learning disabilities identified.  
Furthermore, considering that the culture at Phoenix-Speranta is a product with high 
influences brought by its founder Maria, and she was the one initiating a sense of openness to 
learning, it surprised us that one of the fundamental subtleties of founderitis, yet very 
common at Phoenix-Speranta seems to be exposed in the first learning disability, i.e. 
tendency to identify with a label (I am my position). However, in our understanding, the 
greatest danger lies not always in the obvious, not only in titles, positions or labels assumed 
by a person in a professional framework, but in the very images of oneself, those, one 
unquestionably takes for granted: “I am the founder, I am the leader, I am inspiring people, I 
am helping others, I bring social value, etc.” to setting a framework that falters. It is not 
difficult to see how, applied in a work related context this develops into a whole chain of 
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interdependent complications (learning disabilities), threatening the very development or 
even the existence of the organization.  
Having met Maria throughout the line of analysis, we came to the conclusion that the 
problem is not in Maria’s bad intentions, but rather in the fact that she is unaware of her 
strong needs to control the organization. Therefore, although obvious for other people in the 
organization, founder’s syndrome can be hardly noticed or accepted by the founder whom 
appears to be in a state of ignorance or denial. 
The condition underlying the uncovering founder’s syndrome at Phoenix-Speranta seems to 
accompany the expansion of awareness over the dissonances in Maria’s own behavior. 
McLendon & Weinberg (1996: 40) argue that “awareness is always the first step, and 
probably the hardest, because generally we’re not aware that we’re not aware”. Seen from 
Bandura’s perspective, a failure at self-observation, perhaps due to denial as a defense 
mechanism, leads to a failure in self-regulation of own behavior (Bandura, 1994: 1). As 
noticed during the research trip, Maria seems quite reflective, with a great deal of work 
experience in her background (she is aged over 60 years old). Yet she fails to notice and learn 
from the small day to day mistakes. Consequently, the analysis showed how due to this 
ignorance, Maria’s behavior continues to lead to gradually escalating learning disabilities and 
organizational problems: either internalizing all the blame for the organization’s poor 
economic performance and taking emotionally-lead decisions, or externalizing it in matters of 
routine tasks and micro-relations, which leads to other paradoxes that we will discuss in the 
following. Eventually, the lack of awareness, or the denial process itself, prevents the true 
organizational learning in a double-loop sense (Argyris and Schön, 1978: 2-3), which makes 
a leader challenge the assumptions behind organizational dysfunctions and find the best way 
to achieve organizational effectiveness. 
 
Empowered employees, yet micromanaged 
The research trip made us realize even more the power of small behavioral acts and micro-
expressions, as it is these which lead us to discover with surprise a micromanagement culture 
underneath a seemingly empowering, participative one. This micromanagement often takes 
the form in which Maria has the final word, even in small organizational issues, thus avoiding 
the delegation of decisions. 
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The tendency for micromanagement is an extension of the first learning disability: “I am the 
founder”. Namely, from “the enemy is out there” (Senge, 2006: 20) – i.e. in the employees 
who make mistakes – Maria becomes reactive: she controls the employees more so as to 
avoid them making more mistakes. The hidden need to control that we observe here is typical 
of founder’s syndrome and it can be attributed to Maria’s clear vision and passion that she 
holds towards fulfilling the organization’s mission. 
On one hand, the great passion of Maria and the tight control could be seen as required to sail 
the organization through difficult times. Nonetheless, if the leading style does not change 
with Phoenix-Speranta’s life cycles, the organization becomes dependent on these 
mechanisms of control from the founder and with her departure, the organization risks a 
collapse.  
For a top-management transition to be successful, Maria either needs to learn how to truly 
empower the organization by instilling motivation and passion within her followers, or to 
simply cut the ‘umbilical chord’ with Phoenix-Speranta and let another person manage it 
independently. The latter option requires a great effort from Maria – it is the “leap in the 
dark” that Handy (1993: 284) referred to – meaning that she needs to entrust that the new 
leader will move the organization in its best interest. As seen in Diana’s case there is, 
however, a risk with the former option: that in crisis moments Maria regresses to ‘old’ 
previous mechanisms that seemed to work temporary (and from her point of view), resulting 
in manifestation of dysfunctional behavior associated with founderitis. 
We were puzzled to find out: what does true empowerment then mean for Maria? If we are to 
look at her stated vision on it: “I believe empowerment should be a process, not a moment. It 
should be well directed for a period of time, to avoid the risk […]” (Appendix 1 - Field notes, 
page 94) knowing the organizational context we notice the emphasis on “I” behind these 
words believing that she should be directing the process. However, we wonder: if a process 
of empowerment is directed, is it really empowered? When one says “I need to empower my 
employees so that I avoid a risk”, it is inherently presumed that there still is an enemy out 
there that one needs to fight and control, for which the learning disabilities at the grounds of 
micromanagement are still present. In other words, if it is still in Maria’s responsibility to 
empower the employees, then the final responsibility does not lie on the followers, but still on 
Maria, and so is the true accountability for failure. This step away from the ideals of 
transformational leadership towards she seems to incline. 
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Conversely, if Maria is to succeed in her ideal leadership style and achieve the effective 
reciprocal transformational relations with her followers, she should infuse them with 
motivation and desire to ask to be empowered instead of imposing the empowerment onto 
them. True empowerment seems to not be something one gives, but something that is taken, 
along with the responsibility that comes with it. The implications of such a phenomena in an 
authoritative organizational culture like Romanian context where employees generally expect 
to be told what to do, point towards an empowerment-control dilemma that can hardly find an 
easy solution. 
 
Charismatic leader, yet elusively pulling down her follower’s self-efficacy  
Another paradox at Phoenix-Speranta that surprised us was to find subtle ways in which 
Maria actually pulls down the self-efficacy and motivation of its followers, in a context in 
which the appearances allure Maria to be perceived as charismatic, visionary, passionate and 
able to attract her followers in her mission. 
The way Maria unwarily affects employee’s self-trust in their abilities to take the right 
decisions and perform efficiently without control, is through the very control mechanism of 
micromanagement prevalent in founderitis. When fighting the enemy out there, i.e. when 
Maria wants to avoid her employees making mistakes, the founder does not show enough 
trust in them and further leads to a decrease in their self-efficacy.  
Paradoxically, as seen in founderitis, controlling too tight counterbalances the effect of 
empowerment, which is aimed at giving them trust to take an active part in deciding the 
course of the organization. The dissonance created by sending such mixed messages affects 
the process of guided mastery modelling (Bandura, 1989: 363) by which followers could be 
developed personally and professionally. Not trusting enough in themselves and not being 
truly given the necessary trust, makes reluctant the followers’ aspiration to succeed Maria in 
her leading position. Therefore, the mixed messages of empowering yet controlling leader 
can eventually affect the transition process to a new organizational leader, as it happened 
with Diana, or at least affect the degree to which Maria’s followers would take initiatives that 
involves higher risks. Not noticing this gradual accumulation of consequences is an imprint 
of the fifth and sixth learning disabilities directly linked to founder’s syndrome 
characteristics. 
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Collaborative, family culture, yet with a blame culture  
Lastly, noticing a very subtle blame culture at Phoenix-Speranta was an amazement for us, 
because the first impression one gets when entering and being in the organization is that of a 
“family”, like it was remarked in the Appendix 1 - Field notes (page 88).  
In the case of Phoenix-Speranta, the escalating learning disabilities, as well as founderitis in 
general, become unmistakably obvious at the level of micro-patterns of behavior and micro-
expressions, such as attitudes, tone of voice, small gestures, eye contact, who takes the final 
decision etc., which send mixed messages and create cognitive dissonances among the 
management team. Like Senge (2006: 25) argues in the seventh learning disability, “The team 
might function quite well with routine issues. But when they confront complex issues that may 
be embarrassing, or threatening, the ‘teamness’ seems to go to pot.” The most common way 
it does in the case of Maria’s team is predominantly through the blame culture that is a 
consequence of the “enemy is out there”. While Block (2004) makes account of examples of 
founderitis where blaming was much more evident in direct accusations and expressed anger, 
in Phoenix-Speranta’s case the blame is very subtle. 
It is through this blame that the intended trust in followers, discussed in the section before, 
gets diminished and the self-efficacy decreases. Even more, a blameful attitude hinders 
collective sensemaking as members do not dare to express their opinions and criticism, and 
thus problem solving often turns into avoiding blame and hiding important facts (like it was 
the case with the previous accountant who did not signal the decrease in economic 
performance). Overall, genuine organizational learning is impeded and incongruences 
continue to replicate, making founder’s syndrome raise continuous problems. 
To conclude, learning disabilities and founder’s syndrome idiosyncrasies are not always 
evident to either the founder or stakeholders. In Phoenix-Speranta’s case, founderitis became 
evident to us only with the magnifying glass: detecting contradicting cues in micro-patterns 
of behavior, in the less rational actions of the employees. The linkage between founderitis 
and learning disabilities only puts more value in the field research we have conducted, 
without which we would have only scratched the surface in finding the actual causes of the 
organizational struggles. 
We believe awareness is the first step in alleviating this organizational syndrome. In fact, 
since we have started putting our attention on founderitis’ symptoms, we personally noticed 
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that we became much more aware of how we and the people we interact with manifest these 
symptoms to different degrees. As McLendon and Weinberg (1996: 37) argue that “an 
experienced consultant can detect a blaming organization within a few minutes of contact, 
because symptoms are everywhere”, we believe that reading our research and learning about 
the symptoms of founderitis and learning disabilities, founders, prospective founders and 
leaders in general, can reduce their own tendencies towards this syndrome. 
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Chapter VI:  Conclusion 
 
 
This thesis was aimed at highlighting in practice the learning disabilities of Phoenix-Speranta 
as a mean to uncover how their manifestation leads to the development of founder’s 
syndrome and the implications it has on the organizational development. 
The reason founderitis is seen as problematic in the academic literature is because the 
organization operates predominantly based on the vision, personality and controlling 
mechanisms of the founder, which prevents it from functioning independently of him/her. 
This has proven in Phoenix-Speranta’s case, with its unsuccessful leadership succession in 
2014 that was resolved by the founder’s return. Moreover, the existing literature on the 
subject provides insufficient understanding on what is actually reinforcing such dysfunctional 
behavior and how. The concept of learning disabilities therefore aided us in unravelling the 
issue in its profundity by emphasizing on the underlying cause and not just highlighting the 
symptoms.  
Exposing how through the identification with her position as founder, Maria sets in motion a 
whole chain of interdependent learning disabilities, makes the seeds of founder’s syndrome 
reveal, and present themselves as a defficient basis on which to further build learning. 
Accordingly, the way the organization’s development is obstructed by such phenomena rests 
in micro-behavioral patterns overlooked by Maria and the organization’s stakeholders 
because of the familiarity of such characteristics that are being taken for granted.  
Provided with a willingness and desire to improve things, but struggling to balance a set of 
superior values imported from a western model, Maria tries to replicate abstract concepts 
without working on the incremental steps of building something strong from the ground. 
Therefore, the outcome develops into a set of dissonances nearly unfathomable without a 
theoretical foundation. An innocent and benevolent intention towards the organization and its 
shareholders becomes therefore a source for even more incongruences, requiring an 
additional contribution of resources in order to be addressed. 
In an organization in which learning disabilities escalate, issues become unmistakably 
obvious and the conflicts created at the level of one’s self-efficacy requires sensemaking and 
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consequently self-regulating processes towards consistency. Failure to alleviate internal 
discrepancies in Maria and her followers, impedes genuine organizational learning and 
incongruences continue to replicate and multiply, making founder’s syndrome raise 
continuous problems. 
Consequently, various paradoxes arise at Phoenix-Speranta: an organization that expresses 
open boundaries and willingness to learn from others, yet poor at truly learning collectively 
from its own experiences; a culture that strives for employee empowerment, yet relies heavily 
on micromanagement; a leader that seems very charismatic and good at motivating her 
followers, yet elusively pulling down her follower’s self-efficacy; a management that calls 
for participative approaches, yet avoids delegation of decisions; a culture that strives to be 
collaborative and with an atmosphere that resembles a family, yet with a blame culture that is 
both prevalent and subtle. 
Therefore, founder’s syndrome is mistakenly regarded as an individual problem with no 
relevant, generative ties with the framework, whatever the source that initiates it. In reality, 
due to organizational relationships and their interconnectivity, mutual influence and 
determination, founder’s syndrome is a collectively preserved and reinforced compound with 
a wide area of impact due to the authority of the one manifesting it.  
Although our research surfaced important dimensions of how the phenomena of founderitis 
initiates and is reinforced through denial, reactive behaviors and a lack of mindfulness, 
acknowledges at the same time that it can be overcome.   
Consequently, although might seem contradictory to all we have previously presented, 
founder’s syndrome is not a fearful illness with a concrete reality of itself. In our quest of 
revealing founderitis, we found no feature of such phenomena that could not be linked to, 
generated or explained through the concept of learning disabilities. It is an entanglement of 
learning disabilities manifested by the person with the highest authority in the organization 
and hence the substantial impact area and popularity. The question if founderitis hinders the 
organizational development has an answer: definitely yes, but only because of what presently 
underlies this concept, namely learning disabilities. In learning disabilities resides the true 
hindrance of development. And the specific ways in which it does are illustrated extensively 
through significant events in the organization, and most importantly in small, apparently 
trivial details, overlooked because of their familiarity presented in the analysis chapter.  
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Organizational growth and development it is obstructed or inhibited by perpetuating old 
patterns of ineffective behavior, blocking natural learning and adaptation; obstructing 
spontaneous, creative thinking by reactively assumed decisions, and keeping patterns of old 
ways of doing in place because of risk aversion tendencies. Even more, what influences is 
also the exacerbated lack of trusting others because of a tendency to defend something in 
which one has personally invested time and interest, from a supposed enemy “out there”. 
Ultimately, another hindrance is having an impression of learning from past experiences, 
ignoring the fact that “new” can only be defined and understood through what is already 
known. However, when all this are experienced in a setting that discourages collective 
sensemaking and does not support collective decision-making, even the team-ness tends to 
become a rigid structure which shows little appreciation towards open communication and 
constructive feedback.  
The control mechanisms of the founder further hinder the follower’s ability to take decisions 
and assume risks independently, and by that hinder their personal and professional growth. 
When the symptoms are manifested more visibly, they can even disrupt organizational 
harmony.  In the long run, the organization grows dependent on the mechanisms established 
by the founder and risk to become unable to function without them. 
As seen, the question of how founderitis hinders organizational development has no simple 
answer and however profoundly we intended to inquire into this matter, we humbly accept 
that there are many potential aspects omitted or particularly context related perspectives 
waiting to be highlighted.  
One reflections towards our study comes in relation to Bandura's triadic reciprocal causation, 
which has been prevalent all the way through our analysis by looking at Maria and her 
follower's personal factors, behavior and organizational environment. Analyzing how these 
three variables mutually influence each other in connection to our case study has helped us 
uncover the learning disabilities and founderitis at Phoenix Speranta. However, what we 
observed is that these three relations have not been made explicit during the analysis and we 
have in the end decided to not do so either, in order to not distract the reader's attention too 
much. However, they have remained background knowledge and anchor points for us when 
doing the analysis. While we acknowledge that it comes as a result of the too broad 
theoretical frame we have chosen, we hope that its relevance and usefulness to answering our 
problem formulation is still evident to the reader. 
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Furthermore, this thesis also identifies potential areas of further investigation into founder’s 
syndrome. The transferability of our findings could be increased by prolonging the 
ethnographic observations to longer periods of time, as well as by studying the syndrome in 
more organizational contexts. Future research may also benefit by taking different theoretical 
angles on founder’s syndrome. For instance, one neglected but relevant aspect, which seems 
to be untouched in the existing literature, is the relation between the development of 
founder’s syndrome and the Romanian post-communist and authoritative organizational 
culture, that could be studied through House’s (2002) cultural dimensions. While our 
research has put more emphasis on how the founder is responsible for the development of 
founderitis, another potential research could switch the angle of study to the behaviors of the 
employees that reinforce the syndrome and prevent it from being cured.  
To conclude, the value that our work brings forward and differentiates it from existing 
literature rests on the details explaining the cognitive behavioral mechanisms behind the 
learning disabilities associated with founder’s syndrome, and how unawareness of the issue 
leads to escalating problems. We consider our findings refreshingly forceful in establishing a 
link between learning disabilities, founder’s syndrome and a hampered organizational 
development, even though only applied to the case of Phoenix Speranta. Knowledge and 
acceptance is the first step to diminishing the negative effects of such syndrome and we hope 
that our research provides a mean to broaden the general knowledge on the topic. 
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Chapter VII:  Perspectivation 
 
Founder’s syndrome cure 
 
The purpose of this section is to provide the reader with a practical perspective, a solution 
oriented approach to what has been previously problematized. It comes as a natural addition 
once the problem was highlighted.  
With the empirical data and the knowledge that we have gathered, we currently regard the 
issue of founderitis in a different light than previously thought. For us, founder’s syndrome 
resembles the trick of an illusionist that once it was revealed, it can not amaze the audience 
anymore. 
If initially we were regarding the phenomenon of founderitis surrounding it with an air of 
mystery and at times as an implacable illness, once its illusory existence as an independent 
and isolated concept was exposed, we realize that learning disabilities are solely responsible 
for such a construct. 
In this sense, a solution to the problem became naturally obvious and easily predictable. And 
we chose to humbly state one, however already evident to the attentive reader, not only 
because of a state of delightful recognition, but because we understand its necessity for those 
craving for knowledge. Moreover we see the relevance for those in desperate search for 
applicable solutions due to an undergoing suffering. 
Bringing learning disabilities into the light of an objective recognition becomes the first and 
most important step to take. What follows afterwards, comes naturally in the form of a 
gradually expanding awareness. The more one is able to see, so it sees more. Since all 
learning disabilities are interconnected and in a state of mutual inter-determination, clearly, 
revealing one dysfunctional pattern of behavior it will lead to the next and so forth. 
Consequently, the essential conditions are: a solid awareness over the subject, a self-
reflective attitude and a strong desire to self-regulate.  
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The usefulness of this recognition comes in the fact that once the unconscious mechanisms of 
such a dysfunctional behavior are being uncovered and learning disabilities are exposed, one 
can willingly and consciously pursue action, shifting from learning disabilities to actual 
abilities that cure the syndrome and strengthen personal efficacy. When achieved 
collectively, the result can only be positive,- an overall organizational effectiveness. 
Evidently, this reflects an ideal course of action, conceivably difficult to achieve, considering 
the inconsistency of human nature and the impermanence of a highly volatile environment. 
Nonetheless, whatever the level of recognition in the process of “curing” the problem through 
a redesign of one’s behavior, the effects are immediately perceivable and highly beneficial. 
As a consequence of a healthy report to one’s own self and to others, interpersonal 
relationships will also benefit from this.  
The entire process of exposing learning disabilities serves therefore as a method of preparing 
the ground for a coherent and balanced personal and organizational approach to reality and 
further healthy learning. It is in this sense, an introduction to what will naturally follow: 
Senge’s learning organization (2006: 127) with its five characteristics: system thinking, 
personal mastery, mental models, shared vision and team learning.  
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Appendix 1:  Field notes 
 
Research trip at Phoenix-Speranta, 5th-6th October 2015 
Day 1 
The welcome 
From my very first few contacts with Maria, the manager of Phoenix-Speranta, I was impressed by 
how kind and open she was in allowing me to visit the Foundation, conduct interviews and, more 
importantly, take part in her weekly management meeting that takes place every Monday morning 
with her key employees. She said that they are used to having visitors and that she takes any 
opportunity to learn something from others or help others with what she can. 
I arranged to meet Maria Monday at 8am, and arrived at the premises at the same time with the 
beneficiaries. Some of them came to greet me with enthusiasm and in a very familiar way, asked me 
who I am and who I am looking for, and then lead me to Maria’s office. I realized from the beginning 
that they are used to having strangers visiting and their welcome gave me the impression that I am 
almost entering at the premises of a “family”. 
 
When entering the main building, one runs into the tall reception desk, on which the daily schedule of 
the beneficiaries is imprinted. “A good sense of organization, I thought, and perhaps also of control?” 
Behind it a girl with disabilities sits, and aside to it, some shelves exhibit to the visitor various 
products made and sold by the Foundation. The building is rather old and one can notice that they did 
not have money to invest in refurbishing or, perhaps, that on the expenses list, refurbishing can hardly 
become a priority. I am neither surprised nor critical about this, because it is common in Romania. As 
one moves through the building, one’s eyes runs over many frames holding artworks or photographs 
of the beneficiaries, hanging on the walls of the hallways. 
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The management meeting 
When entering Maria’s office, I noticed that there are two desks and wondered to whom the other one 
belongs to. I did not get the chance to ask because the other attendees were arriving one by one, and 
completely forgot about this during the day. 
The meeting started right after my arrival and the introduction to Maria’s colleagues: Adina, one of 
the oldest in the organization (12 years), psychologist but with a broader range of responsibilities; 
Diana, one of the newer employees (hired 2 years ago), also psychologist with a broader range of 
responsibilities; and Corina, accountant, hired a bit more than one year ago. I was told that another 
women, Andreea, would normally also take part but she was during maternity leave. The meeting 
took place in Maria’s office, at a table in the shape of a hexagon with chairs around. Since the table 
was not very big, the ladies sat quite close to each other, with Maria being in the middle. Maria 
insisted that I sit at the table with them and not further away, as I intended to observe, by this allowing 
me in their “intimate space”.  I quickly remarked that there are only women at the table and wondered 
along the way how this meeting would go or how the team would be if there was at least a man 
involved. 
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The ladies came with their own cup of coffee and notebook, took their seats and Maria started the 
discussion with an ice breaker: telling about the visit to Cluj from the weekend that just ended, where 
she went with Diana at a conference on social economy. Even though the conference was not very 
fruitful for them and she got a speed fine on the way, Maria kept optimism and humor in her stories 
and created a very relaxed, joyful atmosphere. The employees made jokes on her freely and what 
surprised me is that even though Maria is over 60 years old and the other three between 26 and 35, 
they did not address her with the formal appellatives that are common in Romania for her age and 
position, but with “you” singular and call her by the nickname most people do – Mimi. 
After the small talk, Maria presented her agenda for the day. It did not seem to me that the employees 
had a role in choosing the agenda, but that it was Maria’s plan thought from beforehand. The agenda 
concerned the most imperious tasks to do in relation to a deadline they had in sending some budgets 
and reports for an investment project, as well as the planning of an important event for the coming 
week. This event involved the launch of a natural soap line, and receiving the visit of the same Dutch 
people that made the evaluation of their Foundation at the end of 2013. The ladies needed to prepare 
an evaluation of their activities and Maria said that she was afraid of another negative feedback from 
the Dutch. She delegated the other ladies to prepare the evaluation because of her concern to not end 
up being too narrative in her writing. I actually noticed during the meeting that she often uses lyric 
metaphors in her speech. This is a particularity of Maria that was confirmed by someone else later on: 
that she is rather a poetic, sensitive person, good at storytelling, and not so confident with finance. 
It looks like they will have some very busy days ahead, and Maria proposes to have another meeting 
Thursday at 8 for following up on tasks, thus giving them three days to work on the evaluation, 
adding with a smile: “I promise I will leave you in peace”. I was not really sure what she meant by 
this, if she will try to not give them extra tasks to interrupt them from their work, or simply that she 
will try not to inspect too much on them before Thursday. 
During the first part of the meeting, I remarked that Diana was rather quiet and mostly listened to the 
discussion, while Adina and Corina were very engaged and interactive. Their conversation went on in 
a very familiar and collaborative way. During a certain topic about the budget, I felt that they became 
more cautious with their wording and that they were coding a bit their discussion, due to my presence 
there. 
At a certain point, there was a slight contradiction regarding the launch of the soaps. Maria wanted to 
have them wrapped and labeled with their ingredients for the event, but Adina insisted that this will 
give them a lot of work to do. Maria opposed her by saying “I think it is exaggerated, we externalize 
this anyway”. Adina tried to explain that the ones who do the wrapping do not know the content of 
each soap to make the right labels and that they [Adina and Diana] will be the ones who need to 
 
Gabriel Florian, Marica - Student Id: 53428                         Adnana Oana, Cucu - Student Id: 53010 
 
91 
communicate this to them, thus the extra work. Diana eventually intervenes, supporting Maria’s view. 
“The content is more important, not the design”, Adina adds, and throws her pen on the table, visibly 
irritated. Maria maintains her calm and with diplomacy concludes that “More work seems OK with 
me” and so the discussion on the topic terminates, with Adina seeming not so happy about it. 
After Maria finishes presenting the schedule for guests at the event, she asks “Do you have any 
commentaries to it?” and the others approve it by saying “It seems good enough to us”. What I 
remarked is that Maria was again the one who made the plan alone and presented it to her employees 
for feedback; they were not encouraged to influence it, but rather to confirm it’s suitability. 
At times, if the conversation derailed a bit from the subject, Maria would observe and kindly say “let 
us not derail”, then bringing the discussion back on track. Yet somehow, although it was not in the 
plan, they end up talking about the reasons for which they failed on the examination by the 
Inspectorate for Emergency Situations: a door in a critical place that was not fireproof and expired fire 
extinguishers. Maria delegates Vasile to take care of this and asks to have an inventory of the 
extinguishers by the end of the day. 
Lastly, Maria opened the last part of the meeting: miscellaneous. Diana brings back into discussion a 
topic that was left behind earlier: the creation/replacement of some photo canvases to be hung up on 
the walls before the event. Diana, who seems to have a responsibility on this, fights with some 
decisions regarding how they should look like and where they should be placed. It seemed to me that 
the matter regarded easy-to-take decisions, and yet she avoided to take them. Maria does not really 
support her view. Adina intervenes confidently with a suggestion and Maria quickly approves. Maria 
then asks everybody at the table where canvases should be placed, and looks in Adina’s direction, 
almost like she was waiting for her opinion. In fact, I often remarked that Maria looks at Adina for 
confirmation. Maria signals that these canvases will mean extra money and then remembers: “we 
should also search for roll-ups”, but does not assign the task to someone. And  so these two issues 
remain somehow hung in the air. 
They close with a sad/funny news: the mail box seems to have some leakages because the letters 
inside were found wet, although the mailbox was changed recently. They affirm that it is not nice for 
the correspondence to be found like this, but find a way to joke about it and delegate someone to take 
care of it. I suddenly get the feeling that “this house lacks the strong hand of a pro-active man”. 
The meeting closes with some small talk about corruption and burreaucracy in Romania, coupled with 
some small jokes in a friendly and cheerful way, where I get to be involved again. They remember the 
speed ticket that Maria caught in the weekend, and she delegates someone to pay it, saying “I am 
allergic to sanctions and fines”. 
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The guided tour 
After the management meeting, Maria takes me in a tour around the premises, a time in which I get to 
hear more about the Foundation, ask questions and hear more about the story of the Foundation and 
its people. 
There are two buildings close to each other, the one by the street holding the main offices and the one 
in the back holding the five production and occupational therapy workshops (wood, textile, candles, 
soaps and severe disabled). There are around 21 employees, out of which 10 are people with 
handicap, hired in various departments. 
Although the main building is a little labyrinth and easy to get lost in, the offices of the main 
employees are close to each other and close to Maria’s, thus facilitating cooperation. I noticed that 
they easily knocked on each other’s door when needing something, including on Maria’s. 
While she was presenting me the various workshops, I tried to notice also her interaction with the 
people. There is only one instructor per workshop and they can have in their care up to around 8 
beneficiaries. All the beneficiaries seemed to be occupied with doing something, connected to the 
workshop they were in and their physical abilities. These tasks come both as part of their occupational 
therapy and recovery, as well as employment for those who developed certain skills. The instructors 
would be either occupied with producing something themselves, or watching over the production of 
the beneficiaries. Maria did not speak so much with the instructors, apart from introducing me or 
asking them few questions. However, she would immediately notice the beneficiaries who merely 
simulated doing some work, but were actually wasting time. She would then go to that person and in a 
more or less ironic or joking way reveal this, scold him/her for sitting and not doing anything, and 
would insist that the person shows how he/she worked in front of her eyes. Initially it surprised me 
because I felt that she is being a bit harsh or strict on them, but then I realized that in fact she acted 
very motherly. She knew the personality of each of them and how to react to them. The beneficiaries 
refer to her as “doamna Mimi”, “doamna” being the polite form in Romanian for “madam”. 
Having a kitchen and a meeting area, the beneficiaries get to serve breakfast and lunch there, and for 
the later, the employees and Maria also join. Although it is a short break, it is a time of being together. 
I was also invited to join them for lunch, and with this occasion Maria told me the story of the women 
with disabilities hired in the kitchen. When joining the Foundation, they could barely perform any 
tasks and were very unconfident with themselves, and now they carry the duty of cooking for more 
than 40 people alone, get their own salary, are more outgoing and feel they have a purpose in life. 
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When speaking of various stories like these, I can sense how she gets enthusiastic and speaks of them 
almost with the pride and joy of a mother. 
Interaction with the beneficiaries 
  
I reserved some hours to spend also with the beneficiaries, hoping that through participative 
observations I get to ask some questions regarding my study interest. During this time I was on my 
own, and able to observe better the surroundings and move through the workshops as I pleased. Both 
the beneficiaries and their instructors received me nicely and talked with me about many things. 
However, the beneficiaries seemed to be unable to lead the kind of conversations I was looking for 
and the instructors were distracted by either their work or by the supervision of the beneficiaries. I did 
not feel the time with them would serve my thesis much, so I therefore decided to not spend more 
than 2 hours with this and depending on how much time Maria and her two assistants were able to 
spend with me, I would shorten my visit over there. 
Just some small observations regarding the premises and the workshops: An incident that happened 
during my staying there made me wonder if the current structure of the workshops is the most 
effective, and if the span of control over the beneficiaries might not be too big. One beneficiary from 
the textile room mixed some parts when sewing them together to form some hospital coats and the 
instructor noticed only when the products were almost finished. She got upset on them because they 
did not notice they were sewing them wrongly and eventually said “I cannot keep an eye on them all”. 
She had to waste some hours to repair the 4 coat pieces herself because the girl who is best at doing it 
just left home. 
Interviews 
When I asked Maria in the morning how much time I could spend with interviewing Adina and Diana, 
she only allowed me half an hour with each. I understood that my visit came in a quite busy time for 
them, so I did not want to insist in asking for more, knowing that they would be willing to have a 
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Skype conversation later, if needed. After lunch and after spending some short time talking with 
Maria, I interviewed Diana (transcription of the interview is available in the appendices list). I wanted 
to have Diana’s view also on the story, and on the collaboration she has with Maria. As a general 
impression, Diana seemed a person of action and less contemplative, more direct in her speech, 
displaying confidence in herself. Although she has an educational background in psychology, she 
seems to be a fast learner and able to grasp other areas of interest (such as finance, advertising etc). 
After this, I found out that Adina has a 4-hour working schedule, from 8-12am, and that she left home 
already. I thus arranged to come again the next day and take the interview with her. 
Dinner with Maria 
Before leaving, Maria invited me to her home for dinner, and I gladly accepted her invitation. 
Although I would not necessarily consider this ethnographic studies, it was still a time for me to get to 
know Maria better as a person, beyond the status of manager. 
At her home I got to see Sandu, her 46 years old son with a very severe handicap. His condition 
worsened throughout the years, being completely unable to care for himself and thus needing 24h 
care. Since Maria is divorced and her other son moved to Canada, she lives alone with Sandu and 
Laura, Sandu’s caretaker. 
Seing Maria in her home made me realize how big of a role the condition of Sandu played in 
motivating Maria to build Phoenix-Speranta. After speaking with other acquaintances from Romania, 
I got to understand that is very common for parents of children with disabilities to start these kind of 
centers in reaction to the lack of any services offered by the state. I could not help wondering time and 
time again if there would be such a person that could be as motivated as Maria to continue Phoenix-
Speranta when she would decide to step out for good, and what would happen with the center if not. 
I raised the matter of the difficulty of replacing the entrepreneur with another person, and Maria said 
to me: “Here in Romania the employees are not well paid. It is quite difficult to have people that are 
motivated, and they really need to be fructified. […] Moreover, the maximum motivation needed for a 
new manager is even harder to find, because is hard to find a person who does not come to a job just 
to earn money. In the case of the Dutch, I noticed when I visited them in the Netherlands that the 
social perspective [motivation] from the employees was not missing. But here, in Romania, finding 
the right match is more difficult in this field [social economy] than in others.” 
This entire experience of Diana taking her place seems to have made Maria much wiser. At one point, 
when we were speaking about empowerment, she said that “I believe empowerment should be a 
process, not a moment. It should be well directed for a period of time, to avoid the risk that the 
follower gets carried away by the delight of power, without seeing that it involves less pleasant things 
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that one must do. They need to somehow be made known to the follower, through small experiences, 
to be sure that she/he has gone through a training (in terms of communication, delegation etc.).” I 
asked her if this is an understanding she had from the beginning, and she responded: “No, I learned it 
the hard way. Back then I proceeded fast, especially after that meeting [with the Dutch]. I approached 
things more like: «Take the helm and sail!»”. Later she added: “Now things have kind of repaired at a 
soul level. I even confessed to them [Diana and Adina] that I would like that the manager will stand 
out from them naturally, when she feels ready.” 
Another thing I observed was her inner drive for social justice. For example,  regarding CITO - the 
neighboring and partner organization, Maria manifested her disapproval for the way they treat the 
beneficiaries, also people with disabilities of all kind. They are given food and shelter, but she 
considers that they are treated more in a manner of: “Be thankful you’re getting this much, and don’t 
expect more”. Basically, she is upset that they are not looked at as persons, with different needs, with 
different potentials to go out in the world and achieve something in their life. This attitude was not 
just a general one, but also the one with which the employees at that center treated the beneficiaries. 
During the year she stepped out of Speranta and became director at CITO, her ambition was to correct 
this attitude and change totally the way CITO ran its services. She seemed to be a visionary. She said 
that she had managed to reshape to a large extent some things in the organization during this year, but 
is concerned of what came of it after she returned back to Speranta. 
Mother Doli 
One of the other things we discussed during the evening was a proposal she got the same day from a 
bank employee: to enroll in a competition with a social project related to vulnerable children or 
parents, for which a prize of 3-5.000 Euro was given by the bank. Because she found about this late, 
the deadline for the application submission was the coming Friday, meaning there were only 3-4 days 
left for it. I was at the office with her when she got the email informing about the competition and her 
initial reaction was: “Let’s see if we have the time to write this”. By the time we met in the evening, 
she had already thought of an idea – “Mother Doli”, for a single mother with 2 children that she knew 
- and got visibly carried away with enthusiasm in planning it. I was surprised that she gave time to 
think about this, knowing from the morning how busy they would be this week. Since I saw her 
decisive in writing this project, I entered in a discussion with her about various ways to improve her 
idea and I even offered to help them in writing this small project. My studies in Denmark and the 
skills gained seemed to be very relevant and useful for her. Eventually, as we started talking practical 
aspects of this project related to human and time resources, I noticed that she started to give up on 
competition idea, realizing that they are very busy indeed and do not have a social assistant to put 
time into this. Yet, she seemed to not totally give up on the idea to help mother Doli in the future. 
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This happening stuck to my head because it confirmed some aspects of her personality that I took 
notice of during the day: that she has a great heart and a strong sense of empathy: she quickly attaches 
emotionally to people in need, wanting to help them; she is quite a righteous visionary, good at 
storytelling and narratives, able to inspire others to follow and support her in her vision (seeing her 
enthusiasm I also got carried away in her idea). However, I sensed a slight imbalance – a more 
pragmatic and critical mind (like mine, for that matter), would have thought from the first moments of 
the practical and personal barriers, accept them, and thus stop thinking about it. 
The Dutch 
During the evening we have also spoken about the visit that the Dutch are planning to make and the 
evaluation Speranta needs to do before that. Many times during the day when she talked about these 
things I got an impression that Maria has a slight fear of this moment and of having to face a similar 
feedback as before. She seemed stressed about trying to make a good impression this time, and I 
could not help to think that this might show a lack of self-confidence. What I was not sure was if this 
lack of confidence came from the actual financial situation of Speranta which could have not shown 
much improvement; in herself as a manager who had to lead the process of economic uplifting; or in 
the organization’s ability to stand up to the standards of the Dutch, to whom Maria confessed has a 
strong admiration due to their professionalism in the business side of their activities. Either way, what 
was clear to me was that the feedback session from December 2013 left a strong imprint on Maria and 
this is what makes her less confident. 
I believe that the moment from the management meeting in the morning, when the ladies were 
speaking somewhat evasively about their budget figures, is connected to this fear of disappointing the 
Dutch again. My impression is that the distress of Maria is something that has been transmitted also to 
her team. 
Day 2 
In the second morning I had my interview with Adina. I was curious to hear her talking about the 
period when Diana took over Speranta, and her reaction to it, but also of her collaboration with Maria. 
I again could only be with her for about 30 minutes as she was quite busy, so I was constrained to ask 
my questions in a concise manner so as to use the time fruitfully. 
After the interview, I sensed a feeling of agitation between the ladies in that they had much work to 
do and did not have time for me or my presence there. They had to work each on her laptop, and that 
would not have given me much to observe for my project, so I decided to shorten my visit and leave 
soon after. 
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I had a small talk with Maria and a small incident caught my attention. Corina, the accountant, came 
into Maria’s office and asked about some first-aid medical boxes that needed to be put in the building 
in compliance with the law. Corina came to ask Maria where she thinks it is better to place them, and 
they had a small talk about it. Maria didn’t necessarily impose her view, but had the final word on it 
and Corina took her view as granted. What surprised me in this is that the employees come to ask 
Maria about issues as simple as this one. 
As I was set to leave, the owner of the second desk in Maria’s office came. I found out that he is the 
co-founder of Phoenix-Speranta, a man in his 50s-60s. He had been missing the day before due to 
personal reasons. 
I left happy and content with the all the things I could observe, and agreed with Maria to keep in 
touch, both if we need further info, but also to provide her our feedback from my observations. 
The management hand-over 
In my first Skype conversation with Maria, she told me briefly how the process of her stepping out as 
manager occurred, and I took the opportunity of being with her to ask some details about it. Because 
the conversation went on and off, I could not record it to have it transcribed; therefore I just took short 
notes of it and wrote down as much as I could remember soon after. I knew I had few time to spend 
with her and ask questions, so I tried to focus my questions on aspects I found essential. Nevertheless, 
Maria provided a lot more background knowledge to me than she did on Skype, because she found it 
important for me to know. She presented them to me in a quite narrative style and I quickly noticed 
how self-reflective she is as a person.  I was also impressed about how honestly she revealed to me 
this painful experience, and she did not seem to want to hide something from me, on the contrary, she 
was willing to give me any information that could eventually aid me in helping her/them some way or 
the other. Even though it will seem complicated, it is important that I narrate the story here due to 
some cues that I find essential for the analysis. 
In December 2013, the Dutch that helped in starting up Phoenix-Speranta and supported it since, 
came to the Foundation and made an analysis of their performance. What their evaluation showed was 
that the economic side of it was not profitable due to a sales structure that was rather sporadic and not 
sustained, plus other internal organizational issues, and eventually suggested many areas to improve. 
Believing that her own management style was to blame for this, Maria thought of leaving the 
management chair to some younger employees that might have a more modern and pragmatic 
approach to running it. 
The thought of rejuvenating the management is actually one that Maria has been having for some time 
and she even set a strategy for this 4-5 years ago. Initially, Maria’s wish was that Adina would be the 
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one replacing her as manager and for the last few years she was the one who Maria openly promoted 
in the organization and to external stakeholders, in the sense that she would say, joking more or less, 
things like: “I present you the future manager of Speranta”, or “I hope that Adina will take my place 
one day”. Maria also exposed Adina to different experiences that would develop her and give her 
what is needed to eventually become manager. During this time, Diana was hired as a psychologist, 
was put in the same office with Adina and since they built a friendship over time, Adina became also 
Diana’s godmother in her wedding. Since the Foundation has few employees, they seem to work 
cross-departments and so Diana also got to expand her array of responsibilities beyond that of 
psychologist. 
After Adina went on maternity leave, the evaluation meeting with the Dutch from December 2013 
took place and because Maria took the negative feedback to the heart, this precipitated her intention to 
step back. On top of this, Maria had responsibilities in another organization, CITO9, placed in the 
building nearby, and with the resignation of its director, Maria became very needed over there. How 
did Diana end up becoming manager? Few months later, during the visit of one of the Dutch advisors 
of the Foundation, he took notice of Diana and her qualities (again, in the absence of Adina), and 
knowing Maria’s intention, he proposed to Maria a solution: to take the full time position of director 
at CITO and leave Diana in the management position. 
Maria told me: “This is the moment I did a mistake that almost became fatal: I started seeing also the 
qualities of Diana remarked by the Dutch, and completely forgot about Adina, who was on maternity 
leave at that time. It was almost as if a curtain fell on my eyes and I only saw Diana.” Maria did not 
think too much about that Diana was the newest employee in the Foundation, or that she was a recent 
graduate, and proposed her the position, giving her some time to think about it. Thinking 
retrospectivelly, Maria said: “Back then, I proceeded fast, especially after that meeting with the 
Dutch, more in a manner like: <<Take the helm and sail!>>”. Diana eventually accepted and so she 
took charge of Phoenix-Speranta by herself in the beginning of 2014. The apparent oblivion of Adina 
continued even at this point, because Maria did not communicate to her that she named Diana the 
Foundation’s manager, and neither did Diana. 
What happened afterwards was that when Adina came back from maternity leave, she found Diana as 
manager and Maria as CITO’s director. Maria told me that this was a shock for Adina, she felt 
betrayed, and because of this, the relation between Adina and Diana worsened, became tensioned, and 
                                                
9 CITO (acronym for Center for Integration and Occupational Therapy) is a center that fosters people with 
disabilities who either do not have a family or their homes are far from Medias. CITO is a partner of Phoenix-
Speranta, in the sense that some of these beneficiaries come every day at Phoenix-Speranta for day activities, 
occupational therapy or are even employed by the Foundation. 
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a sort of competition developed between them. Furthermore, the cohesion of the team also fell apart. 
These things “threatened to undermine a nice future in the organization”. 
Maria later confessed that she was in a period of high stress at that time, having difficulties also in her 
private life. This made Maria’s “mistake” more understandable to me, but what was still 
incomprehensible was how come after the decision was taken, no one else – especially Diana - 
informed Adina? Maria was not sure what to think about this, but nevertheless acknowledged her 
mistake. 
I asked Maria how did Diana fulfill her new position and she told me that Diana had issues with 
imposing her authority and credibility not only over Adina, but over other employees as well. This 
was partly because she was the newest in the organization and the others had a hard time seeing and 
accepting her as superior; and partly because she was young (a bit over 25 years old) and 
unexperienced in imposing her authority. Maria added: “During that year, I often noticed that in order 
to avoid a confrontation with the employee to whom she asked things, Diana started doing them 
herself. The lack of authority was resolved counter-productively. This would sometimes decrease 
Diana’s self-confidence and thus the motivation.” While hearing this, I wondered if Maria “prepared” 
the other employees in getting accustomed to the idea that Diana will be their new manager and her 
answer surprised me: she had not, apart from a meeting where she informed them of this change. I 
then noticed a slight pause from her behalf and a slight questioning facial expression, which gave me 
the impression that she had not even considered this as important in the first place, and that my 
question might have made her aware of this. I decided to not dig too much in this for the moment 
being and move on with the story. 
Diana happened to take over in the period after the feedback from the Dutch, after which more strict 
measures were decided to be taken for an economic uplift. This happened also because the imbalance 
between income and expenses lead to an accumulation of debt, unobserved due to poor management 
accounting. Basically, two experts on social economy from Romania were asked to advice on some 
strategies that could turn Phoenix-Speranta more professional and profitable, from a business point of 
view. Their suggestions were to decrease the number of employees from each workshop from two to 
one, since it seemed redundant to have two; to stop the production of some product lines that were 
unprofitable; and to decrease the salaries of some employees. Maria said that “these measures are very 
unpopular but necessary, hard for any person to take”, and it seemed that Diana did not have the 
“hard-blood” for this. Even though Maria was at that time working full time at CITO, she kept contact 
with Diana and advised her on many things. She tried in this time to also repair the wounds she had 
caused to Adina and her relation to Diana. 
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When thinking retrospectively on the period Diana was managing, Maria stated: “The manager carries 
a strong imprint. I do not impose my view, based on my many years’ experience, in a manner like « I 
have been through this before so I know better. » Rather, we don’t do anything here without 
debating.”. 
Diana started complaining more and more of her difficulties as manager and at the same time, Maria 
confessed that at the bottom of her heart, she starting feeling bad about leaving the Foundation and 
about seeing its work of more than 10 years weakening. “After about a year, admitting honestly some 
difficulties and from the desire to reestablish a beautiful collaboration”, Adina and Diana asked Maria 
to come back, and eventually she did in the beginning of 2015. With her returning, the team cohesion 
and relations improved and Maria says that they are almost back to normal. “It is only now that we 
start to see the results of the economic measures”, Maria added. The accountant was also fired and a 
new one was hired, Corina, who was better prepared to monitor the financial performance. 
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Appendix 2 – Diana’s interview 
 
Adnana* Hello 
Diana* Hello 
Adnana* To introduce myself a little bit, I'm studying a master program in social economy, last 
semester at the moment and writing my thesis .. 
Diana* Where is that? 
Adnana* In Copenhagen. And I understood that it is a similar one in Timisoara but I don't know too 
much about that. Even the one I'm enrolled in is a relatively new one. So, as I said, I'm writing my 
dissertation together with a colleague of mine, Romanian as well and our point of interest is focused 
on change management. We want to be able to investigate and understand the process an organization 
goes through when faces radical changes. Somehow I came to find out about Maria and the change 
that the organization was subject to, a year or two ago ..  What I would like to ask you about is how 
did you perceive this process and what was your role in this change .. As I understood from Maria you 
were the one stepping into her shoes - so to speak ...  
Diana* Yes, that's true .. and it would be better to share with you both, professional and personal 
details of how I've experienced this change. 
Adnana* That would be nice, thank you. 
Diana* The proposition to replace her (Maria) came in an interesting context .. it was just two of us .. 
and I've accepted in an experiential manner. This was also because I intended to make some changes 
into my personal life, and because I was not sure if I could actually handle it. Therefore, accepting 
this position for a limited period of time of one year made sense to me. Consequently these things 
didn't work too well, first of all because the decision was taken just between two of us and other parts 
of management team were not present - for example Adina, who had a maternity leave at that time 
and who felt herself pushed aside. And secondly because I was the newcomer into the organization 
and everyone expected one of the promoted ones (by Maria) to be called as successor.  
However I don't think this was of a big influence for how things happened here. In my opinion our 
decision to collaborate with external consultants on marketing and social economy was a big change. 
 Analyzing our old strategies we came to realize our business ineffectiveness, therefore the need for 
this decision. However, we as a team agreed upon this change. The specialist in social economy was 
chosen because he made a great impression during a seminar and the second one was chosen on 
financial considerations - being from our town and accepting to work for little money.  
Being successful professionals they came with huge ambitions and plans for our small and deficient 
team - considering that Maria was no longer part of our organization, Adina had a maternity leave and 
some of our colleagues resistant to any innovative perspective and change. It was definitely an 
overloading for everyone and of course the results were not as expected. On one hand because we 
were lacking staff and secondly because we were expecting positive results and an improvement in 
our income until the end of the year. It was of course too much pressure.  
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Adnana* Coming back to the moment of your nomination for the management position .. were you 
asked about it or it was an imposed decision, coming from Maria? 
Diana* No, she (Maria) asked me, it was an agreement and my immediate answer was that I feel 
tempted to accepted as a new experience but I wouldn't assume it indefinitely .. due to the reasons 
mentioned before.. and it didn't seem fair to walk away at some point. 
Adnana* May I ask about your previous attributions in the organization? 
Diana* I was hired as psychotherapist but I was a part of the management team from the beginning. 
Although the responsibilities in this matter were not very clear, attending the Monday meetings 
demanded a certain presence in the decision-making process.  
Adnana* Have these (Monday meetings) occurred for long time now?  
Diana* When I got into this organization it was already happening. For some time, more people were 
attending those meetings but after a while it was decided to remain a smaller, more cohesive group.  
And one more thing, I was hired into this organization for a project using European funding and the 
ones involved in this project which showed interest were mostly the ones who later formed this 
management team.  
Adnana* And how was this change for you personally? I mean did you encounter any challenges in 
the beginning or on the way?  
Diana* The challenges were mostly with people. 
Adnana* In which way?  
Diana* Well the fact that some of the oldest people in the organization were not open enough to the 
change or to the fact that I was the one in a leading position now .. And of course limited resources .. 
Adnana* Financial?  
Diana* Both, financial and human resources, although we always find ways to assign extra 
responsibilities and divide them between us. So, when it's about different tasks it's easier to find ways 
to work around them but when there's no money there's not much to do about it.   
And a tricky one would also be the expectation to see quick results. Maybe a common thing among 
social economy management. I don't know, I'm not a specialist, but probably business oriented 
managers have more flair for noticing small advancements .. maybe 1 or 2 percent, you know ...  
Adnana* I see ..  
Diana* But when you want to promote your own products .. and this is how I see it .. you either sell 
them or not. Selling one or two is not enough. Basically wanting to get more with less .. 
Adnana* But you were part of the decision making team even before .. did you felt overwhelmed by 
your new attributions and responsibilities? 
Diana* It was definitely a different thing. We all participate in promoting our products and 
organization but in that period of time I actually did the calculations to determine prices ... not the 
whole financial analysis, but I've tried to follow and understand the process.  
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Adnana* My intention was to establish if you felt it was maybe too much work volume for you, or if 
you felt overwhelmed by the responsibilities, taking into account your training.  
Diana* It was definitely much more work than I have now or I had previously, but I certainly enjoyed 
it. I knew from the beginning it is going to be like that but I wanted to be completely committed to it. 
And I didn't felt stressed about that. Naturally there were many things I haven't done before but I 
gladly manage to understand them, however not without the help of the two consultants.  
Adnana* Therefore, how obvious do you consider their influence in the organization in the way 
things evolved?  
Diana* Working close to them I've seen their contribution, but from outside it was less noticeable 
especially when considering the high target we have set. The discrepancy between the expenses and 
incomes noticed by our new accountant was also of high significance in influencing the perception of 
the overall year. Having deficits in all the workshops without being able to sell anything was a huge 
disaster. So we had to start 2015 with a recovery plan.  
Adnana* Can you exemplify some of the measures or actions these specialists have suggested?  
Diana* Our initial intention was to develop our production and our ability to sell our products. This 
was the purpose of the last two short term strategies of Maria as well. It was not something new I 
came up with, and it was a common desire of all to become self-sustainable. But this was an 
experiment agreed by everyone, yet no one implemented it so I had to ..  
We found the consultants .. we've started .. and they based the whole strategy around the idea of 
selling the products. Each one had to develop their workshop, we had to brand the products, to 
promote them, etc.  
This was the overall idea, and frankly it was a shocking thing for all those having a social oriented 
mindset who never had to face these things.  
Nevertheless, everyone knew from the beginning that by the end of the year we might see ourselves 
forced to have a staff markdown. And it was even more difficult as we saw how everyone was 
contributing greatly to what we were doing.  
Adnana* Were you forced to close down any workshops or to eliminate some of the product lines? 
Diana* No, we just realized that in certain workshops we have had more employees than actually 
needed and this leads to a deficit.  
Adnana* And this downsizing was made during the time you were managing?  
Diana* No, it was done at the beginning of 2015 when Maria came back, but they were based on the 
information collected last year. And it was a necessity. I think we are at an optimum operating 
standard in our current format. One employee per workshop. When they will prove themselves 
profitable then will be the right moment to ask ourselves if we really need to increase the number of 
the staff.  
Adnana* I see... So who was to decide if and who's going to leave .. 
Diana* Well, if Maria would not be back I should have done it, but I think I was lucky .. so to say 
(laugh) ..  
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The salaries represent another thing that was perceived as a cause of the financial deficit. We wanted 
to differentiate the wages of the management team of the rest of the people and they were already 
earning high wages.. so .. the general perception was that we were the reason for this crisis.  
At the same time our financial advisor was not good enough and this was yet another deficit of that 
period... and instead of reducing her wage accordingly, she preferred to have them all at a high level. 
At the end of December she resigned .. in the middle of this crisis .. and we came to realize the truth 
of our situation ..  
Adnana* How do you see your future in this organization?  
Diana* I would say that the whole thing with this management strategy in which Maria is intending 
to coach someone to take the lead by 2018 is a big problem .. and I consider someone from outside 
with a business orientation to learn its social aspects and not otherwise because is much more 
difficult.  
Adnana* How happy are you with the position you have now? 
Diana* Well, if you ask me if I would be satisfied with a psychologist position then no, I wouldn't be. 
However in my job description is exactly that, but what I do is a different thing. Executive 
management is what I like to do - as I discovered. And even if someone else comes I would still like 
to continue to do what I do now. I don't see myself as a person to take decisions .. 
Adnana* I see .. Well, thank you for your time! 
Diana* I hope I was helpful enough. 
Adnana* Most certainly! 
Diana* And we look forward to find out your conclusions! 
Adnana* Definitely! Although we only have the theoretical knowledge .. and we've only been 
immersed into a different cultural framework in Denmark when in contact with local SE .. and there is 
a different perspective, a different mentality .. As a first thought the hierarchical structure in Denmark 
is a flat one compared to Romania, although the tendency nowadays heads towards a flatten one as 
well. And your organization is a good example in this matter.  
Diana* To be honest I believe we are an atypical case ... there aren't so many like that .. And to give 
you an example, yesterday I was attending an event with social economy as topic in Cluj and Nesst - 
which represents a great catalyst of social economy in Romania - brought some managers as examples 
of good practice. Yet two of them were far from what we practice here in Phoenix Speranta. They 
were collaborating with some small manufacturers and their role was only branding and trading those 
products. I wish there would be a way to differentiate ourselves from these type of SE because the 
fundament is different.  
Adnana* Indeed you (collectively) have a beautiful way of networking even with beneficiaries and 
these relationships work as a helping hand in the organization .. 
Diana* That's true .. and it is so mostly due to Maria's character and personality, not necessarily a 
youth contribution.  There are of course advantages and disadvantages in both types of management. 
For example Maria finds herself hiring people because she likes them although they might not prove 
that they fit with the organization.. or she has troubles letting go of some employees even though the 
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organization could not afford them .. On the other hand the team cohesion is amazing. We are not 
here to get rich .. that's obvious.   
Adnana* It looks like a nice collaboration ... one to be appreciated. Thank you so much for your 
time! 
Diana* You’re welcome.  
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Appendix 3 – Adina’s interview 
 
Adnana* Good morning, I know we've been introduced yesterday but maybe it should be appropriate 
to inform you about the reason for this interview.  
Adina* That would be nice, thank you.  
Adnana* I'm enrolled into a Master program in Denmark and together with my colleague Gabriel we 
are writing our dissertation this semester. Our thesis theme is management of SE with a focus on 
change management. I came to know Maria and Phoenix-Speranta because of my mother and after 
she (Maria) revealed to my mother her desire to resign her management position in youth's favor, 
hopping that it will come with a more business approach perspective, we found this case interesting 
enough to have it as our thesis subject. Of course we considered vital to talk to you as well and to get 
to know your perspective of this change. As i understood in 2014 she (Maria) decided to step back 
and let you (plural: Adina and Diana) take charge.  
Adina* Not me! I mean I was the one finding out when I came back from a maternity leave. And it 
was a huge shock for me. 
Adnana* How come? 
Adina* It was because I did not know. I found out when I got back, although we (her and Maria) have 
a relationship very .. we are very ('close' implied). Moreover, I am Diana's godmother. This is where 
we've meet - it happened like this. We did not have a relationship before. I knew Maria was working 
in CITO and that it is very difficult out there. You probably know how's with these kind of changes 
and the legislation, the procedures and she (Maria) is oriented more towards a narrative attitude; not 
so much an organized one. It was very difficult but she give up (Phoenix-Speranta) because she 
wanted to focus there (CITO). In those moments I was not present. After 2 or 3 months from the 
moment I have returned, she (Maria) also came back. So, I have witnessed the change just for a short 
period of time.  
Adnana* So, practically when you came back it was Diana .. ('running the organization' - implied).  
Adina* Yes. After one year when I came back, Diana was in her (Maria’s) position. And those 
changes have had a huge impact on the team. A huge one. We were A TEAM - this is how we 
considered ourselves. We used to discuss openly - and maybe this was also not alright. You know, 
each of us had to have its own responsibilities and we support one another too much assuming the 
other's responsibilities when needed. This is how we were. And this is probably not an optimal thing 
to do.  
Adnana* Then, how would you justify what happened?  
Adina* Well, I would assume that Diana did’t feel comfortable towards me because of her new 
position, knowing that I was the one entitled to take over, Maria coaching me for so long.  
Adnana* For how long are you with the organization? 
Adina* I am here from 2003. After finishing my bachelor I have started here, as a psychologist. This 
is what I did at first. Evaluations, plans, I even had beneficiaries with the kindergarten. Later on I was 
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in charge with the kindergartens and I had to take over the workshops. I was left alone with all of 
them and then I had to get involved in CITO as well because of the partnership. The organization 
faced a stressful time and I could not handle it. At the same time we had Baia Mare Project and it was 
time for me to hand over my position as psychologist to Diana and I remained with CITO and the 
project. We've shared the same office but with different tasks. In time, going from social oriented 
activities we've realized the necessity of an economical perspective. There was no one to take care of 
marketing, or website maintenance - so we've started dealing with these tasks neglecting others 
because it was physically impossible to handle them all.   
Adnana* Yes. 
Adina* In addition we had the extra project (Baia Mare Project) and we were not so many facing all 
the necessities. And it was obvious that we could not handle everything.  
Adnana* Yes, it’s true. 
Adina* And the change should also consider changing people - I believe, I mean, you can not achieve 
a real change without considering changing people. The same people, same mentalities. From this 
perspective there was no change. Well it was a change in a way, thinking of Diana and Andreea - 
social worker, currently having a maternity leave, because they took over proving another style - more 
business oriented. But that did not work either, having no experience and without any support. We 
came to realize at the end of the year that we spend more than we could afford. We faced a situation 
in which I had to volunteer for one year.  
Adnana* After your maternity leave? 
Adina* Yes, when I came back. I had to volunteer because there were no money. They (Diana and 
Andreea) went on minimum wage .. 
Adnana* Aham.. 
Adina* Because for one year while they were running the organization they did not realize that the 
expenses exceed the earnings. So, they accumulated huge debts .. 
Adnana* Those debts are from that period or prior? 
Adina* It was like that but nobody seems to notice that .. I don't know what to say .. It was definitely 
a miscommunication problem too. They did their best; their intention was not a bad one .. 
Adnana* Back then, who was the one becoming aware of this problems, with the financial situation 
as well? 
Adina* To be honest I don't remember who was responsible to trigger the alarm. I think it was the 
moment when the accountant left - so many things happened at that time ... So when the new 
accountant came - the one we've collaborated with in CITO - If I remember well she was the one 
noticing the problem when she took over.  
Adnana* So how was the situation when you came back from maternity leave? How was your 
collaboration with Diana? 
Adina* It was very difficult .. very difficult .. 
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Adnana* Was it about dividing the responsibilities or just regarding her as your boss? 
Adina* I had no problems with that, but the relationship was a tensioned one for the whole year. She 
(Diana) took over without letting me know, Maria - I could not believe, she didn't tell me, she didn't 
even ask me, I know I had a newborn child but I was not vanished, I was here .. anyway … It was 
difficult, very difficult, you know I am the kind of person if I have something to say - I say it but she 
(Maria) is the type of person who wants to mediate conflict, not to cause suffering .. I think it was 
frustrating for her as well, but when she came back and took over I think we've found each other ... I 
think everything settle down to a balance  
Adnana* Yet, with this situation you are still in the organization, I mean you are here for so long - 
what motivates you to remain?  
Adina* I don't know, I think I ended up caring for this workplace, I don't see myself in another place 
... although I had many attempts .. For so many times I've said to myself: I can't do it anymore, I have 
to look for some other job .. I mean with this financial status, who would stay? My luck is that I have 
an understanding husband and I have a schedule of 4 hours, not easy to find in other places, although 
there are many things I actually do from home - but I don't find it stressful - however, my priority now 
is my children. My husband works from morning till evening so I'm the only one responsible for 
them.  
In the case of looking for a better paid job, I would have to accept different working conditions. And 
of course I like it because I wasn't expected to have only evaluations and counseling, but even writing 
projects and many other things. Like in an organization, you know ..  
Adnana* Do you feel that this helped you grow in return? 
Adina* Yes, it helped me a lot. Well lately this process is not so intense as it was, because of my 
children ... plus the fact that when I've returned, you know ...  
Adnana* Yes ...  
Adina* Hopefully now the things will start moving, changing .... 
Adnana* At some point you said she (Maria) was coaching you to step into her place, in which way?  
Adina* Well ... first of all I've used to learn a lot from her, it was not necessarily a delegative way of 
preparing me, but even the fact that she was involving me in activities beyond my official position. I 
think it's about this, not something in particular.  
Adnana* So, it was your choice to be open and responsive to her attitude, and get involved in other 
activities and assume extra responsibilities? 
Adina* Yes, yes .. and normally when one shows interests can go way beyond the daily activities. 
And you become a reliable person from what I've noticed. And even worthy enough to have a saying 
like: 'not that!' and notice that my opinion mattered.  
Adnana* Yes, an opinion that mattered. So Maria is not that kind of person to impose authority?  
Adina* No, not like that. Naturally if you bring arguments and prove the logic of your opinion she 
(Maria) offers you freedom, she's not constraining. It was like this .. for the first 5 years before my 
first child, I felt like I've developed a lot .. Afterwards slower, maybe 4 years .. between my 2 
children. After my second child it's different .. I have a short schedule ... It's obvious. 
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Adnana* And your collaboration? How did you feel it? You work together for so many years .. 12 
years, right?  
Adina* Yes.  
Adnana* How did you feel about your collaboration with her (Maria)? 
Adina* Well, how to put it .. at first it was like .. «We'll met every morning, so that you tell me what's 
the agenda of the day». Uh, when I was hearing this.. oahh (laughing) 
Adnana* Yeah .. 
Adina* It was in the beginning .. so stressful to be prepared, you know ... Later on she started asking 
“What are we going to do today? You tell me, let's see” .. such a different level! It was a great 
collaboration, in my opinion. Although she is the boss, here and for CITO in the past .. I don't see her 
as the boss .. maybe is not quite good, professionally .. 
Adnana* Why? 
Adina* Maybe at some point one would not give her orders too much credit, choosing one's 
perspectives. I believe at some point one could easily get into this trap... Many times it happens that 
she says: “again you (plural) didn't do what I've said! .. nobody listens to me” (on a funny tone) .. I 
believe this could be a reason! .. I don't know.  
Adnana* Maybe when you are overwhelmed with different tasks and you need to prioritize in a way 
.. 
Adina* Yes, yes ...  
Adnana* And how do you see yourself in the organization now? Or how you see yourself in this 
place in the future? 
Adina* I'm not the type of person to make long-term plans, knowing what I'm going to do in 1 year or 
the next one .. or to plan my development into the organization ... I'm not like that even at home .. We 
are trying now to get some more projects going, to develop in a way to be able to reach more 
beneficiaries .. our employees to be more satisfied with, hopefully increasing incomes coming from 
more projects.. More than that I don't know what to say.. I do have to consider my private life as well 
with my kids and their school and kindergarten .. I feel my life and interest divided in a way ..  
Adnana* But it seems very flexible to me .. 
Adina* Yes, yes it is .. and this is the biggest advantage. Otherwise I don't know how I could manage 
it ..  
Adnana* And maybe as a final question: Did you, over the years, experience some challenges that 
you found difficult to overcome? Or maybe a thing that you would have done differently?  .. a thing 
that has left an important mark on you?  
Adina* I don't remember doing major mistakes, maybe my impulsive nature with beneficiaries at 
times. I realized that reacting impulsive from a desire to solve things all at once might be time and 
energy consuming - not always in the most effective way. Having a kind and conciliator reply would 
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have saved us more resources in terms of time and energy... I think these were… And I would say this 
would apply in relationships with all people in the organization not only with beneficiaries.  
Adnana* This is something revealed through practice ...  
Adina* Yes, that's true .. 
Adnana* And maybe learned also by being a mother .. they surely test your patience ..  
Adina* Ohh yes .. many times (laughing) .. I'm not able to master this thing .. I'm still learning.. and 
this is definitely a challenge .. More than that I believed in all the decisions I have taken .. personally 
and professionally .. 
Adnana* Well .. I think that was all .. Thank you so much for your time.  
I'll forward all my findings to my colleague, Gabriel; I will keep in touch with Maria over Skype if 
necessary .. 
Adina* Hopefully you will have a feedback for us .. maybe different perspectives ..  
Adnana* Oh yes, yes we will! It is of a significant importance for our understanding the chance I 
have been offered to see you at work, to be allowed to participate in your meeting yesterday morning 
and to discuss with you (plural). 
Adina* Well, we are not that type of organization to do things behind closed doors .. It was and is our 
policy to receive gladly on whoever shows interest.  
Adnana* This is, definitely a positive thing.  
Adina* And not as common, I may say ..  
Adnana* And I happen to agree ..  Well, thank you for everything.  
Adina* My pleasure .. and I'll be glad to keep in touch  
Adnana* And I'd be happy too.  
 
 
